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ABSTRACT 
READINESS FOR PARENTING TEENAGERS: 
A STRUCTURAL DEVELOPMENTAL APPROACH 
MAY 1991 
CARLA NEWMAN OSGOOD. B.S.. SIENA COLLEGE 
M.ED. UNIVERSITY OF VERMONT 
Ed.D. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 
Directed by: Alfred Rarlson 
Typical parent education programs expect that parents of 
teenagers can 1) be empathetic listeners, 2) identify and express their 
own inner feelings, thoughts, and opinions, etc., 3) tolerate diversity 
of ideas, 4) set limits for their teenagers, and 5) take a perspective 
on their parenting processes. In other words, such programs 
assume that all parents of teenagers have the same abilities and are 
at the same developmental level. 
This study challenged this assumption and addressed the issue of 
readiness for parenting. Robert Kegan’s subject-object theory was 
used as a context for the study. Twenty parents of teenagers were 
interviewed using Kegan and collegues’ subject-object interview. 
The interviews were used to determine how parents were thinking 
about their parenting experiences, or, in other words, how these 
parents were structuring meaning around their parenting 
vii 
experiences. The analyses of these interviews, which were done by 
a certified subject-object assessor and myself, determined what was 
“subject” and what was “object in the parents’ meaning-making 
structure. We found subject-object data that represented six 
different meaning-making structures, or in other words, six 
different developmental levels. The subject-object data 
demonstrated abilities and kinds of enmeshment specific to the 
developmental level. My research suggests that identification of 
abilities and specific kinds of enmeshment can be useful to helping 
profesionals. This kind of identification which is defined from 
subject-object developmental levels can; 1) locate the source of 
authority in the parenting, 2) utilize a language that matches the 
enmeshment, 
3) anticipate the kind of projections that will be generated by the 
parents, and 4) estimate the level of skill mastery in these four 
areas: empathetic response and active listening; communication of 
inner process and leveling; conflict resolution and problem solving; 
and, limit setting. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
In the last two decades many parent education programs have 
been established for parents of teenagers with the distinct purpose 
of developing parenting skills. The goal behind this focus in these 
programs is that these parenting skills can be used, in turn, to control 
the behaviors of teenagers and hopefully develop a level of personal 
responsibility in them. Parenting skills include active listening, 
leveling or “straight talk,” and democratic problem solving. The 
problem with these programs is that they do not address the fact 
that parents are at varying levels of personal responsibility 
themselves. Those who design these programs assume that all 
parents with teenagers are at the same place. In other words, the 
designers of these programs erroneously believe that all parents are 
at the same develomental level and are equally capable and ready to 
develop these skills. In order for parents to benefit from most of 
the parent education programs I reviewed in this chapter, they 
would need to be able to 1) be empathetic listeners, 2) identify and 
express their inner feelings, thoughts, and opinions, 3) tolerate 
diversity of ideas, 4) set limits for their teenagers, and 3) take a 
perspective on their parenting process. In order for parents to 
receive optimal benefit from parent education programs, these 
parents would have to look to themselves and other adults, not to 
their teenagers for the answers to their questions about parenting. 
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Helping professionals agree that there are ample opportunities 
for parents to learn about themselves directly from their parenting 
experiences. Barbara and Philip Newman, interested in how 
parenting stimulates development in adults, generate an impressive 
list in their article “Parenthood and Adult Development”. They claim 
that parents can be stimulated to develop seven areas of cognitive 
growth and seven areas of emotional growth. In the cognitive 
domain, the following are outlined: 1) The parenting promotes a 
probabilistic view of the future. When parents cannot count on things 
turning out exactly as they had planned, they learn to come up with 
a contingency approach to planning. 2) Parenting stimulates the 
formulation of a philosophy of life which reflects central values and 
generates rules and limits that are then imposed on the children. 
3) Parenting helps one develop a greater appreciation for individual 
differences and a more highly differentiated view of individual 
strengths, weaknesses, and potential. 4) Parenting develops one’s 
capacity to hold two or more opposing ideas in mind at the same 
time. 5) Parenting develops one’s ability to anticipate the future. 
6) Parenting develops the capacity to conceptualize past, present, 
and future; 7) Parenting develops the capacity to function at varied 
levels of abstraction. The Newmans claim that parents have the 
opportunity to retrieve skills at the sensorimotor, preoperational, 
concrete operational, and formal operational levels of reasoning. For 
example, parents may learn to use the ability to relieve tensions 
through the slow, relaxed breathing they observe in their resting 
baby. 
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In addition to cognitive development, the Newmans also claim 
that parenting can promote emotional development as follows: 1) 
When children/ teenagers depend on the parents, these parents’ 
commitment to their children is deepened. 2) Children/ teenagers 
evoke affection in the parents. 3) Parents learn to balance their own 
needs with those of their children/ teenagers. 4) Parents feel 
valued in their parenting roles. 3) Parents develop empathy. 6) 
Parents experience intense emotional reactions. 7) When parents 
help their teenagers in expressing and understanding emotions, the 
parents become more effective in accepting and expressing their own 
emotions. 
Yet, the question still arises: Can all parents develop in all of these 
ways? If not, which parents are ready to develop in what ways? In 
the following sections, I will review six parent education programs, 
highlight the learning goals for the parents in each of the programs, 
and reflect on whether or not these programs address the issue of 
readiness. The six programs are: Toughlove, Parent Effectiveness 
Training, Ginott’s Parent Programs, Systematic Training for Effective 
Parenting, Behavioral Parent Training, and A Modified Parent 
Effectiveness Training. 
3 
Parent Education Programs 
Toughlove 
The Toughlove program specifically geared to parents of 
teenagers who are in serious trouble, i.e., teenagers involved in 
crimes and/or violence, addicted to alcohol or drugs, running away 
from home, etc. For the most part, this program seeks to help those 
parents who feel tyrannized by the behaviors of their teenagers. The 
main thrust of this program is to put a stop to such behaviors by 
training parents to take firm stands by setting limits with their 
teenagers. The authors and leaders of the national Toughlove 
movement, Phyllis and David York and Ted Wachtel, say, “Fostered 
by the popularization of psychological notions, we are mired in 
finding reasons for unacceptable behavior instead of setting limits on 
what is acceptable and demanding that unacceptable behavior stop" 
(Wachtel, &Yorks, 1983, p.12). 
In this program, gaining control over the behaviors of the 
teenagers by taking action is a primary focus. The action takes the 
form of the parents defining their bottom line with a certain 
behavior. For example, suppose a young man comes home drunk 
every evening. The parents determine that their bottom line is that 
after five evenings of coming home drunk, their teenager will be 
expected to leave the home. In other words, in this framework of 
Toughlove, teenagers are denied access to any of the resources of the 
family, including access to emotional support, until the behavior is 
modified to meet the parents' approval. When family resources are 
withdrawn from the teenagers, the teenagers experience crises. 
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When the crises ensue, the teenagers might then resort to their most 
inappropriate behaviors, and might be abusive and threatening to 
the parents. At that time the parents draw on the support of a 
whole network of parents in the community who have gone through 
similar experiences. Weekly meetings are held for parents. When a 
parent first becomes acquainted with the program, he/she may 
receive special attention from a veteran parent of the group who 
serves as a kind of sponsor for the new parent member. The 
following is an example of how the network of parents might work in 
a problem situation. If teenager is arrested and put in jail, the 
parents are instructed by Toughlove trainers not to bail out the son 
or daughter. Instead two other parents from the Toughlove network 
go to the jail where the teenager is being kept and check to see if the 
environment is safe for the teenager. The teenager is left there to 
deal with the situation alone. This kind of parental action, according 
to the Toughlove theory, teaches teenagers that they are responsible 
for their actions. What is particularly emphasized in this program is 
the importance of the parents taking care of themselves and the rest 
of the family. Proponents of the program assert that tyrannical 
teenage behaviors threaten the survival of the parents and the rest 
of the family and insist that such behaviors must be stopped. The 
Yorks and Wachtel further say, "... (P)arents make decisions about 
how to protect their children from whatever they think is harmful. 
That determination may vary from family to family, but we can't 
think of a better system for developing healthy children. It is not 
only a time-honored tradition for parents to be in charge, but the 
family needs the maturity of adult leadership" (Wachtel, & Yorks, 
1983, p. 58). 
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This program attempts to remove the parents and other 
family members from the abuse of the teenager. Since this 
program’s main focus is on the survival of the family, the 
development of the parents is not emphasized, accept, however, the 
program does invite parents to clarify for themselves their bottom 
line with their teenagers, and the program does support parents who 
are interested in the clarification process. However, Toughlove does 
not address the parents’ readiness factor. 
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Parent Effectiveness Training 
Thomas Gordon’s Parent Effectiveness Training (1976) has a 
different focus. Toughlove focuses on the behavior of teenagers, 
Gordon’s Parent Effectvieness Training is designed for parents of 
children of all ages. While Toughlove looks at ways to modify and 
control behavior, Gordon’s approach is to coach the parents on how to 
help the children/teenagers take control of themselves. While 
Toughlove is designed to respond to crises in parenting, Gordon s 
P.E.T. focuses more on the prevention of crises. 
Unlike Wachtel and the Yorks, Gordon believes that it is 
unethical for parents to use their power and authority as parents to 
control their children. Gordon stresses the importance of the 
communication processes and intra and interpersonal skills. He says 
”... (P)arental power does not really influence children; it forces them 
to behave in prescribed ways ... parents who use power actually 
lessen their influence on children because power so often triggers 
rebellious behavior" (1976, p.192). 
Instead he talks about the power of the language of acceptance. 
He emphasizes the impact of communicating messages of acceptance 
as opposed to thrusting parental power upon children. This language 
of acceptance has two processes that he refers to as active listening 
and sending "I " messages. Gordon lists several reasons why "I" 
messages are effective: 
1) The "I" message is much less apt to provoke resistance. 
2) The "1" message places responsibility with the teenager 
for modifying his behavior. 
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3) "I" messages are honest and invite children to do the same. 
4) "I” messages are less likely to produce a struggle, i.e., telling 
someone how you feel is far less threatening than accusing 
him/her of causing a bad feeling. 
Active listening takes place when the parents work at listening 
for feelings and meanings when the teenager is speaking. Parents 
may even repeat to the teenager what he/she just heard to check to 
see if the communication has been complete. Gordon says that 
certain attitudes are prerequisites for entering into this process. He 
says: 
1. You must want to hear what the teenager has to say. This 
means you are willing to take the time to listen. If you don’t 
have time, you need only say so. 
2. You must genuinely want to be helpful to him/her with 
his/her particular problem at that time. If you don’t want 
to, wait until you do. 
3. You must genuinely be able to accept his/her feelings, 
whatever they may be or however different they may be 
from your own feelings or from the feelings you think a 
child “should” feel. This attitude takes time to develop. 
4. You must have a deep feeling of trust in the child’s capacity 
to handle his/her feelings, to work through them and to 
find solutions to his problems. You’ll acquire this trust by 
watching your child solve his/her own problems. 
5. You must appreciate that feelings are transitory, not 
permanent. Feelings change: hate can turn into love; 
discouragement may quickly be replaced by hope. 
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Consequently you need not be afraid of feelings getting 
expressed; they will not become forever fixed inside the 
child. Active listening will demonstrate this to you. 
6. You must be able to see your child as someone separate 
from you-- a unique person no longer joined to you, a 
separate individual having been given by you his own life 
and his own identity. This “separateness” will enable you to 
“permit” the child to have his own feelings, his own way of 
perceiving things Only by feeling “separateness” will you be 
able to be a helping agent for the child. You must be “with” 
him as he experiences his problems, but not joined to him 
(1976, p.60). 
These attitudes coupled with active listening and using "I" 
messages should be used when there is conflict. Gordon claims that 
by adhering to this approach, parents and teenagers can resolve 
conflicts, and everyone can win. 
The program does not address parents’ readiness to learn 
active listening and how to use “I” messages. Instead, the program 
assumes that parents will be able to empathize, reflect on two or 
more perspectives at a time, identify and express their feelings, and 
have an appreciation for individual differences. 
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Ginott's Parent Programs 
Unlike Gordon's program, Ginott’s approach is not a packaged 
curriculum. In fact Ginott has developed a series of interventions for 
parent education that range from a parent-centered focus to a 
child/teenager-centered focus. He does emphasize the importance of 
interpersonal skills, although he suggests different techniques for 
parenting, depending on the needs of the parents and whether or not 
there are crises to be addressed. His program offers three different 
kinds of interventions for parents: 1) psychotheraphy for those with 
significant emotional disturbances; 2) group counseling by trained 
counselors for parents to increase coping abilities and strengthen 
family relationships; and 3) guidance groups led by trained clinicians 
to enhance parent functioning by recoginzing the child's feelings. 
Ginott describes parental power and authority in the 
following terms: "The parents allow the child to speak out about 
what he feels, but limit and direct undesirable acts. The limits are 
set in a manner that preserves the self-respect of the parents as well 
as the child. The limits are neither arbitrary nor capricious, but 
educational and character-building" (Ginott, 1963, p.113). 
In his guidance groups, the power of parenting lies in the 
parents’ sharing mutual feelings and problems about their children. 
Parental power is also defined in terms of the parents clarifying their 
feelings about their children's behavior. In this process, Ginott 
emphasizes the importance of distinguishing between an act and a 
feeling. In these groups, parental power is defined in terms of 
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helping parents identify safe outlets for anger and learn effective 
discipline techniques. 
In orcfer for parents to benefit from these programs, parents 
need to be able to allow the teenager to speak out, i.e., parents need 
to be able to tolerate differences. They need to be able to set limits 
for their teenagers, which means that they need to take a 
perspective on themselves and at the same time take a perspective 
on their teenagers’ developmental needs. They also need to be able 
to clarify their feelings about their teenagers’ behaviors. 
These programs at least speak indirectly to the issue of 
readiness in that, as was pointed out earlier, they provide a variety 
of interventions, i.e., psychotherapy, group counseling, guidance 
groups. Implicit in these designs is the idea that parents may be at 
varying levels of competency in parenting skills. In other words, 
Ginott’s programs seem to embrace the learning potential of both the 
parents and the teenagers. 
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Systematic Training for Effective Parenting. (STEP) 
Similar to Gordon and Ginott's programs, the Systematic 
Training for Effective Parenting, developed by Don Dinkmeyer, 
Sr.(1976), emphasizes the importance of understanding the child's or 
teenager’s behavior or misbehavior. The importance of being an 
effective listener and communicator of personal feelings remains in 
the fore. Dinkmeyer, like Ginott, proposes that parents encourage 
instead of praise. Since STEP is based on Adlerian theory, 
Dinkmeyer underlines the importance of applying natural and logical 
consequences to the actions of children/teenagers to teach them 
personal responsibility. STEP encourages families to hold family 
meetings which will provide parents practice in using some of the 
STEP concepts. In the STEP program, parental power and authority 
are defined in terms of implementing democratic processes, which 
underline the importance of a kind of equality between parents and 
children/teenagers. Like Ginott, Dinkmeyer is particularly interested 
in developing the confidence of the parents as well as their parenting 
skills. For the most part, his program is used to prevent crises in 
parenting. 
This STEP program neither addresses the readiness of parents 
to become effective listeners and communicators nor does the 
program speak to the reality that parents can only teach what they 
know about personal responsibility. In fact, STEP does not address 
the reality that parents be operate from many different levels of 
personal responsibility. 
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Behavioral Parent Training 
In Behavioral Parent Training, the behavior of teenagers is the 
object of investigation or focus. The parents learn how to monitor 
behavior, keep records, and chart progress. Here, parents learn to 
state and enforce rules. They learn how consistency is key to 
effective parenting. Unlike the programs of Ginott, Gordon, and 
Dinkmeyer, the emphasis of Behavioral Parent Training is not 
placed on understanding behavior. Instead, parents are taught 
techniques for both accelerating desirable behaviors and decelerating 
undesirable behaviors. Praise is used to accelerate desirable 
behavior. Time-out from positive reinforcement is used as an 
example to decelerate behavior. 
Usually, Behavioral Parent Training is provided by trained 
clinicians in clinical settings. The behavioral approaches can be used 
in conjunction with other approaches. For example, sometimes in the 
treatment of anorexia in teenagers, parents are trained in behavioral 
interventions, and these behavioral interventions are integrated into 
a family systems approach. 
This kind of training does not address the learning potential for 
parents. It focuses on the behavior of the teenagers. Consequently 
the issue of readiness on the part of the parents is not addressed. 
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A Modified Parent Effectiveness Training 
In "Providing for Personal Meaning in Parent Education 
Programs,” Hills and Knowles emphasize the importance of the 
parents' discovering for themselves what they value most about 
their respective parenting processes. In their Modified Parent 
Effectveness Training program, while Hills and Knowles introduce 
the skills of P.E.T., they simultaneously ask the parents to share their 
own experiences and concerns regarding these skills. Hills and 
Knowles ask parents to share their own strategies for parenting and 
suggest that unless parents are encouraged to do this, skills will not 
be learned and retained. In their article, Hills and Knowles allude 
to the fact that too much stress is placed on the development of 
communication skills and not enough attention is paid to the personal 
qualities that are needed to develop these skills. They align with 
Carl Roger s belief that a sense of relationship cannot be reduced to a 
set of techniques. Learned skills do not necessarily improve 
relationships between parents and children. 
In their Modified Parent Effectiveness Training, Hills Knowles 
use the principles of learning developed by Combs (1965, 1982) to 
provide a context for their teaching. This learning theory states that 
"any information will affect a person's behavior only to the degree 
in which he/she has discovered its personal meaning for him/her" 
(Combs, Avils, 1978). They claim that "... parents entering a skills 
training program would be considered to gain skills in a way that 
makes a difference in relationships at home only if they perceive the 
relevance of such skills, judge them to have the potential of meeting 
important needs, and become aware of the feelings associated with 
14 
applications of the skill" (Hills, Knowles, 1987). According to Hills & 
Knowles, then, parental power flows from parents clarifying what 
they value most in parenting. Only in so far as the skills and 
techniques hold personal meaning for the parents will the skills and 
techniques be learned. 
This program at least indirectly addresses the issue of 
readiness in that parents themselves determine what they are ready 
to learn. According to Hills and Knowles, readiness to learn will be 
determined by what the parents perceive to be relevant to them. 
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Purpose and Significance of the Study 
In the six parent education programs that I reviewed in this 
chapter, four did not address the issue of readiness and two did so 
only indirectly. Implications to this continued lack of attention to 
readiness run deep. Inherent within this disregard, this want of 
consideration, is the idea that parents will be ready to learn what the 
teenagers need for them to learn, which, in turn, implies that 
parents will all be at the same developmental level. The purpose 
of this study, however, was to test the hypothesis that 
parents are at one of many different levels of development. 
As these different levels of development are revealed, so 
too are different levels of ability for learning parenting 
skills. 
At the onset of this study, I hypothesized that parents are at 
different levels of development. To test this hypothesis and 
determine that parents were indeed at different developmental 
levels, I used the subject-object theory by Robert Kegan for my 
framework. To provide the reader with an understanding of the 
theoretical context of the study, in the following chapter I outlined 
Kegan’s subject-object theory and its developmental stages. I 
suggested how parents within each stage might make sense of their 
parenting experiences and what they might find most challenging in 
parenting. I matched developmental challenges with a prescribed 
developmental level. This kind of matching speaks to the 
significance of this study. In the programs that I reviewed 
earler in this chapter, the designers generated learning goals for the 
parents based on what they thought parents should know for the 
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sake of the teenager. On the other hand, by determining the 
developmental levels of parents, this present study 
provides a context for generating learning goals or 
developmental challenges or objectives based on the ability 
and readiness of the parents. In essence, this study 
provides a context for examining the abilities of the 
parents, specifically abilities ultilized in learning parenting 
skills. Within the context of Robert Regan's theory of 
subject-object relations, the ability of parents to learn 
particular parenting skills is directly related to what these 
parents are ‘subject* to. Le.. what they cannot take a 
perspective on, and what they hold as ‘object,” i.e., what 
they can take a perspective on. 
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CHAPTER 2 
THE SUBJECT-OBJECT THEORY OF ROBERT KEG AN 
Introduction of the Theory 
Robert Kegan’s theory of personality development is based on 
the work and theory of Jean Piaget. However, while Piaget’s theory 
focuses exclusively on cognitive development, Kegan’s theory, as 
described in The Evolving Self embraces both the cognitive and 
affective aspects of human development. According to Kegan, 
individuals pass through as many as four or five distinct selves in 
their lifetimes. Kegan delineates the impulsive self, the imperial self, 
the interpersonal self, the institutional self, and the interindividual 
self. As a constructive developmentalist, he claims that these five 
selves construct respective realities from their meaning-making 
structures. Furthermore, individuals move sequentially through 
these structures. 
Kegan asserts that development occurs within the context of 
the interaction between the individual and the environment. A 
tension exists which is triggered by his/her interaction with the 
environment. Kegan claims that within the resolution of this tension, 
this motion of life which prevails in all living organisms, lies the 
opportunity for development. (Note the influence of Erik Erikson in 
Kegan’s conceptualization of human development here.) At each 
structure or stage, a tension occurs between subject and object. In 
this tension lies the psychic motion or activity in human beings that 
Kegan refers to as meaning constituitive activity. This activity 
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provides the context for development. Again, cognition and affect 
are involved in this activity where an object (a process of 
differentiation) and a subject, (that which relates to the object-a 
process of integration) are created. The relationship of subject and 
object creates a logic or a self which the individual uses to 
understand reality. As the self proceeds through the five structures 
or stages, the self becomes more complex. Kegan says, "Subject- 
object relations emerge out of a lifelong process of development: a 
succession of qualitative differentiations of the self from the world, 
with a qualitatively more extensive object with which to be in 
relation created each time:" (Kegan, 1982, p. 77). 
In examining human development from Kegans subject-object 
relations theory, the concept of what the self internalizes and 
externalizes at each structure or stage must be understood. What 
one projects outside (externalization) and what one brings inside 
(internalization) to converse with identifies the level of one’s 
development (Kegan and Noam, 1982). Kegan claims that as the self 
becomes more complex, it internalizes more, it brings more inside 
with which to converse. What is internalized can be controlled. In 
fact what is internalized becomes the object. In other words when 
the self internalizes or holds something as object, the self has 
already gained a perspective on that which is object and can take full 
responsibility for that which it holds as object. 
Kegan asserts that since the self is embedded in the subject at 
each stage, the self cannot differentiate from the subject. What the 
self cannot differentiate from, the self projects "outside" or 
externalizes. The seif can neither converse with nor control what it 
externalizes. In other words, the self is “subject to” that which it 
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externalizes and it cannot take a perspective on or take 
responsibility for that which it externalizes. In accord with Kegan's 
theory, then, individuals at the impulsive stage internalize their 
reflexes and externalize their impulses and are “subject to” their 
impulses. At the imperial stage, they internalize their impulses and 
perceptions and externalize their needs and are “subject to” their 
needs. At the interpersonal stage, they internalize thier needs and 
externalize their relationships and are “subject to” their relationships. 
At the institutional stage, they internalize their relationships and 
externalize institutions or self-governing systems and are “subject to” 
them. At the interindividual stage, they internalize institutions or 
self-governing systems. 
At each stage or meaning-making structure, individuals need 
to have an appropriate "holding environment", an environment that 
promotes more development. Kegan claims that throughout the 
lifespan, the "holding environment" or the "culture of embeddedness" 
needs to provide three things: (1) Confirmation: Individuals need to 
have their strengths and accomplishments acknowledged and 
expanded at each stage. (2) Confrontation: Individuals need to have 
their present meaning-making constructs contradicted in order to be 
challenged to reach beyond their present capacities and ways of 
thinking about their world. (3) Continuity: They need to know that 
the "holding environment" will stay in place. 
In light of Kegan’s theoretical framework, parents can be 
operating from any stage or meaning-making structure. Using this 
theory as a framework in the following section, I present ways in 
which parents at different levels of development might make- 
20 
meaning of their parenting experiences. I also generate lists of 
developmental challenges for parents in conjunction with each 
developmental level. Many proponents of Kegan claim that most 
parents operate from the interpersonal, institutional or 
interindividual meaning-making systems. Only a few parents 
operate from the impulsive and imperial meaning-making systems 
or structures. Nevertheless, I address all five stages or structures in 
light of Robert Kegan’s theory of personality development. 
The Impulsive Self 
In stage one the impulsive self is the meaning-maker. 
Individuals at this stage are able to differentiate from the external 
world to some extent. They are not able, however, to differentiate 
from their impulses and perceptions. Kegan says that they are, in 
fact, their impulses. Because impulsive individuals are “subject to” 
their impulses, they see the world through the eyes of their 
impulses and perceptions. They cannot coordinate these perceptions 
with any other perception. Individuals operating from this 
structure think like little children. In his book The Evolving Self, 
Kegan used the example of the little boy on top of the Empire State 
Building, looking down at the cars. Because he saw tiny cars, to him 
the cars really were tiny. He could not coordinate his present 
perception with what his perception or someone else's perception 
would be of the true-to-life size cars on the ground level (Kegan, 
1982, p. 29). Impulsive individuals communicate or express, who 
they to the world through their impulses and perceptions. They do 
not, however, have control over their impulses and perceptions. In 
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fact, impulsive selves project their impulses out onto the world and 
really need others in the external world to help them control their 
impulses. 
Parents as Impulsive Meaning-Makers 
Parents in this stage can differentiate from their teenagers 
but cannot differentiate their own perceptions from those of their 
teenagers. Therefore, these parents cannot acknowledge their 
teenagers’ perceptions. Because these parents cannot control their 
impulses they might be physically or verbally abusive to teenagers. 
The teenagers of these parents would need other adults to help them 
develop. 
Developmental Challenges for Impulsive Parents 
An appropriate holding environment for these parents might 
include these developmental challenges: 
(1) Develop the capacity to receive acknowledgment of 
perceptions and impulses. The parents would have to acquire this 
capacity before they could consider working on the second objective. 
This objective would serve to confirm the parents' perceptions and 
impulses. 
(2) Develop the capacity to control impulses. This objective 
would serve to contradict the reality of the parents and aim to help 
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the parents internalize their impulses so that they could gain control 
over these impulses. 
(3) Develop the capacity to differentiate between their own 
perceptions and those of their teenagers. The parents would need to 
understand that their own reality continues even though they 
recognize the reality of their teenagers. 
In summary, because the internalization process of impulsive 
parents is minimal, they have little control over themselves and 
their environment. These parents to some extent are dependent on 
the external world to control their lives. In other words they are 
“subject to” the external world. In fact these parents themselves 
would need parenting. 
The Imperial Self 
The imperial meaning-makers can differentiate and have 
control of their impulses and perceptions. Another way of 
expressing this is that imperials have internalized their impulses. 
They bring them "inside" and take control of them. They also can 
coordinate two perceptions at the same time. Their needs and 
interests are subjects at this stage. They cannot reflect on their 
needs but are embedded in them. In fact they project these needs 
onto the world and tend to see the external world in terms of how it 
can and cannot respond to their needs. Kegan refers to this as 
externalization or projecting their needs "outside" of themselves 
(Noam and Kegan, 1982, pp.28). Because of this projection, the 
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imperial selves are not able to coordinate their own needs with the 
needs of someone else. 
Parents as Imperial Meaning-Makers 
Parents in this stage are embedded in their own needs. They 
might be disturbed by the teenagers’ wanting too much of their 
attention. Here parents are not able to focus on the teenagers’ 
needs. The parents can differentiate from their teenagers to the 
extent that the parents can understand the perceptions of their 
teenagers. Because they have this capacity and their logic does focus 
on getting their own needs met, the imperial meaning-making 
parents may be willing to bargain with their teenagers. For example 
the parents may say, ‘Til be willing to do_ for you if you will 
do_for me." The parents, however, are not able to 
differentiate their needs from those of their teenagers. They are not 
sensitive to nor do they even acknowledge the needs of their 
teenagers. They may even feel that their teenagers are being unfair. 
They may feel that their needs and interests are being curtailed by 
their teenagers’ requests and thus feel deprived. An example of 
this sense of deprivation might be found in this statement, “I've done 
all these things for you and now you do this to me, i.e., expect my 
focus of attention to be on you.” Since these parents do not have 
control of their own needs, they may experience that their teenagers 
as the cause of the parents not getting their needs met. They may 
say, “I haven’t been able to_because you’re always wanting 
to talk about something." Because they are embedded in their needs, 
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they project these needs onto their teenagers and actually make 
them responsible for filling these needs. Here in lies the heart of the 
crisis. 
Developmental Challenges for Imperial Parents 
An appropriate holding environment for these parents might 
include these developmental challenges: 
(1) Develop the capacity to receive acknowledgement for their 
needs and interests. If their holding environment includes a helping 
professional, these parents must know that this helping professional 
is there to acknowledge the parents needs and help them get these 
needs met. This helping professional might even encourage the 
parents to engage in community service where they can '“shine". 
This would serve to confirm the interests of the parents. 
(2) Develop the capacity to differentiate from their needs so 
that instead of being their needs, they will have their needs. This 
developmental objective contradicts the reality of the imperial 
parents and nudges them in the direction of internalizing their needs. 
If they can do this, they will be able to take more responsibility for 
their needs. As a consequence, their parenting abilities will be 
enhanced because they will be able to help the teenagers take charge 
of their needs. 
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(3) Develop the capacity to acknowledge the needs of their 
teenagers. Helping professionals need to work with the parents and 
the teenagers in resolving issues emphasizing the importance of 
taking each other s interests into account and holding up their own 
end of trusts and agreements. This developmental objective also 
contradicts the reality of imperial parents. This objective is 
designed with the purpose of moving the parents towards the ability 
to coordinate their needs with those of their teenagers. 
4) Develop a close friendship. Helping professionals might 
encourage the parents to develop friendships with each other. In the 
case of single parents, helping professionals could encourage a 
friendship like this with someone else. Kegan claims that such a 
friendship can be a bridge into the next stage which is the 
interpersonal stage (Kegan, 1982, p. 119). 
(5) Develop the capacity to talk about internal subjective 
states. The helping professional involved in parent education 
interventions could suggest that the chumship might be a good place 
to experiment with sharing feelings. This objective could nudge the 
parents in the direction of more inclusive ness. 
In summary, the strengths of the imperial parents are that 
they can understand the perceptions of their teenagers, they can 
hold these perceptions as object, and they can even bargain with 
their teenagers in resolving issues. They cannot, however, 
differentiate between their own needs or those of their teenagers. 
In fact, they are “subject to” their own needs. The challenge for 
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these parents is to become less self-centered, learn to take their 
teenagers’ interests into account, and hold to their agreements. 
The Interpersonal Self 
Individuals in the interpersonal stage are able to differentiate 
from their needs. Kegan says they shift from being their needs to 
having their needs. They are now able to internalize their needs, 
bring their needs “inside", and take control of them. Because of this 
capacity, they are capable of coordinating their needs with the needs 
of others. It is possible for them to be empathetic. They can see the 
world from another’s perspective. In other words, the needs are 
shifted; the needs are now object. The newly created subject is 
relationship. Interpersonal individuals are their relationships. They 
are able to establish a relationship based on trust and mutuality 
instead of fair exchange which was the case in imperial parents. 
They are the shared reality they experience in their relationships. 
This is the time in the lifespan when individuals begin to develop an 
inner world. These individuals become more conscious of feelings, 
especially those feelings triggered by their relationships with others. 
They are embedded in these relationships and feelings and cannot 
differentiate from them. Instead, they project these relationships and 
feelings onto the world. Simply put, they experience that they are 
what is happening in their relationships. Because they have 
externalized these relationships, they are unable to coordinate them. 
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Parents as Interpersonal Meaning-Makers 
Interpersonal parents have the capacity to coordinate their 
needs with those of their teenagers. They have the capacity to 
empathize with their teenagers. They are able to articulate their 
inner feelings, and are motivated to maintain harmony in their 
relationship with their teenagers. They may seek to have more of a 
chum-like relationship with their teenagers where feelings and 
interests are shared. As they are fused with their teenagers, they 
may project their own feelings onto the teenagers, experience the 
teenagers as the cause of these feelings, and therefore hold them 
responsible for their own feelings. 
The parents do not want to threaten this chumship; therefore, 
they might not acknowledge anger towards their teenagers. The 
parents fear that any expression of anger might break apart the 
fused relationship. This fused relationship causes problems in 
parenting when the parents need to set boundaries for the teenagers. 
Instead of setting boundaries with their teenagers, they may allow 
them to set their own boundaries. For example, parents may agree 
with whatever their teenagers want to do without thoroughly 
assessing the situation; not only are the parents afraid of their own 
anger; they also avoid triggering their teenagers’ anger. 
Another problem that might arise with interpersonal parents 
is that they may be overly concerned with what the neighbors think 
of them as parents. Instead of focusing on their teenagers’ feelings 
and concerns, these interpersonal meaning-makers may be overly 
concerned with what the neighbors might think if they knew the 
teenagers were "misbehaving ". Also, because these parents are 
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embedded in their relationship with their teenagers, they view the 
behaviors and attitudes of their teenagers as reflections of 
themselves. These parents do not see their teenagers as unique 
persons. 
Developmental Challenges for Interpersonal Parents 
A holding environment for these parents might include these 
developmental challenges: 
(1) Develop the capacity to be empathetic. Since parents can 
hold more than one perspective at a time they are able to be 
empathetic. Helping professionals might expand the parents' skill of 
empathetic listening by emphasizing the importance of listening for 
the feelings and meanings behind words. 
(2) Develop the capacity to share feelings. This capacity can 
serve to confirm and validate the feeling experience of both the 
parents and the teenager. 
(3) Develop the capacity to differentiate from their feelings. 
Helping professionals might encourage the parents to elaborate on 
their feelings and experiences. 
(4) Develop the capacity to set boundaries for their teenagers. 
If helping professionals are a part of this holding environment, they 
might help parents understand that they have a specific function in 
the relationship that sets them apart from their teenagers. If they 
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can assume the role of authority figure, their teenagers will have 
someone they can consult with as they search for their own identity. 
In fact, helping professionals might further point out that parents, in 
assuming this role, protect their teenagers by setting limits and 
boundaries at times, e.g., setting curfews, discussing with their 
teenager appropriate settings for dates, etc. Also, when parents 
assume this authority, teenagers can embark on their own 
differentiating process. 
In summary, the strength of interpersonal parents is that they 
are able to coordinate their needs with those of their teenagers. 
They are able to take the teenagers’ interests into account and keep 
agreements with them. In fact, they hold their own needs and 
interests and those of their teenagers as object. The limit of these 
parents is that they are fused with their teenagers and hence may 
not be able to assume the appropriate level of authority in the 
relationship. In other words they are “subject to” their 
relationships. They may be so concerned with what the neighbors 
think of them as parents or with what their teenagers think of them, 
that these parents may can never really take full charge of the 
parenting process. The challenge for these parents is to differentiate 
from their relationships with their teenagers. 
The Institutional Self 
Individuals in this stage have differentiated from their 
relationships and their feelings. They have brought their feelings 
and relationships "inside" and now have the capacity to take greater 
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control and responsibility for them. What was subject in 
interpersonal individuals is now object in institutional individuals 
and the new subject is what Kegan refers to as the institution. The 
institutional self projects the institution "outside" onto the world. 
Kegan refers to this psychic institution as "an organization which the 
self is now responsible for running and regulating” (Kegan, Lahey, 
1984, p. 204). According to Kegan individuals operating from this 
structure will coordinate their relationships in such a way as to keep 
their self-governing system working well. 
Parents as Institutional Meaning-Makers 
Because institutional parents have the capacity to differentiate 
from their relationships, they are able to take more responsibilty for 
their emotional life. They will understand that they themselves are 
the cause of their emotions. They will be able to set boundaries for 
their teenagers. One of the problems with these parents, however, is 
that they tend to run the family according to their own ideology 
without being open to ideas and new information from their 
teenagers (Kegan and Lahey, 1984, p. 208). For example, parents 
may come up with a solution for their teenagers based on their own 
belief system without consideration for the evolving belief system of 
their teenagers. In fact, they may become impatient with their 
teenagers when they come up with different solutions that do not 
match the parents’ belief systems. 
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Developmental Challenges for Institutional Parents 
A holding environment for these parents might include these 
developmental challenges: 
(1) Develop the capacity to own and take responsibility for 
feelings and help their teenagers develop this capacity as well. 
(2) Develop the capacity to receive acknowledgment for close 
relationships. This objective is designed to confirm a capacity in 
institutional parents. 
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(3) Develop the capacity to regulate relationships. If helping 
professionals are a part of this holding environment, they need to 
encourage parents to maintain adult relationships that support their 
views and recognize their own needs for achievement and self¬ 
enhancement. This objective would be confirming the developmental 
position of the institutional parents. Parents can bring their 
relationships ■'inside" and reflect on how these relationships might 
support or not support their self-governing system. At this point in 
development, helping professionals could emphasize the idea that 
this kind of coordinating of relationships is an important part of 
taking care of oneself. 
(4) Develop the capacity to tolerate beliefs, attitudes, and ideas 
generated from different institutions and different meaning-making 
systems. If helping professionals are a part of this holding 
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environment, they might encourage these parents to open to new 
ideas and information about parenting. 
(5) Develop the capacity to tolerate criticism. Stage four parents 
might be irritable if their parenting choices are criticized or 
challenged. Helping professionals might help these parents reframe 
criticism as new data to be assessed for potential usefulness. 
(6) Develop the capcity to internalize other institutions and 
converse with them. 
Objectives #4, 5, 6 contradict the reality of the insititutional 
parents. They nudge parents in the direction of reflecting on their 
own theories and ideologies and those of others. 
In summary, because they have the capacity to internalize 
their needs, their feelings, and their relationships, institutional 
parents can take more responsibility for these things. They also 
have the potential for confirming and validating the interests, the 
feelings, and the relationships of their teenagers. In fact, they can 
hold these things as object. The limit of this stage is that these 
parents have little tolerance for ideas, beliefs, and attitudes that are 
not generated from their own self-governing system. In other 
words, they are “subject to” their own self-governing system. The 
challenge for these institutional parents is to struggle to open to 
other self-governing systems especially those of their teenagers. 
The challenge is also to become less irritable about ideas that 
conflict with their own self-governing system. In fact, the challenge 
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would entail developing a self that could converse with itself, i.e., 
that could take a perspective on itself, a self that could tolerate 
criticism and diversity. 
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The Interindividual Self 
Individuals at this stage can differentiate from their self- 
governing system. They can bring it "inside" and converse with it 
and with other self-governing systems as well. In other words, in 
addition to running and regulating their self-governing systems they 
can also reflect on their system. Institutional parents are their 
self-governing system, whereas interindividual parents have their 
self-governing system and perceive that this system is in a 
continuous process of changing. 
Parents as Interindividual Meaning-Makers 
Parents at this stage have the potential to confirm their 
teenagers’ needs, feelings, relationships, and identity, since they have 
the potential to differentiate from these aspects of themselves. Not 
only can these parents bring "inside" their own self-governing 
system and reflect on it, but they can also bring in the self- 
governing system of their teenagers and converse with it. In other 
words, they can hold their own self-governing system as object. 
They also have the potential for being more tolerant of any conflict 
that emerges while discussing problems. They are likely to welcome 
the conflict as a potential for more learning both for themselves and 
their teenagers. 
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Developmental Challenges for Interindividual Parents 
Kegan does not develop ideas about development beyond 
stage five. Therefore the developmental challenges for this stage 
are not based in contradiction. Rather, the challenges are based in 
confirmation and expansion of interindividual thinking. 
A holding environment for parents at this stage might include 
these developmental challenges: 
(1) Expand the capacity to confirm the needs, interests, 
feelings, perspectives, and the budding self- governing system of 
their teenagers. By confirming the self-governing system of their 
teenagers, parents confirm their capacity to differentiate between 
two different self-governing systems. They can experience personal 
satisfaction in manifesting this capacity in their parenting. The 
teenager will have the benefit of total support in their efforts to 
grow and develop. 
(2) Develop and expand their capacity to insist that their 
teenager take responsibility for their own actions, feelings, beliefs, 
etc. In essence, by using this capacity, the parents are clarifying for 
the teenagers that they are not fused together. These parents allow 
the teenagers to experience their own strength through exercising 
personal responsibility. 
(3) Develop and expand the capacity to set appropriate limits 
for their teenagers. Helping professionals might explore with the 
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parents possibilities for setting limits by negotiating with their 
teenagers. In this negotiating process, the belief systems, 
perspectives, and feelings of both the parents and the teenagers 
would be considered in the limit setting, with the parents not only 
participating in the negotiating, but also holding a perspective on it. 
(4) Develop the capacity to utilize crises in parenting. Crises 
become vehicles for personal transformation. 
In summary interindividual parents have the potential to 
confirm and validate the needs, interests, perspectives, and feelings, 
and identities of their teenagers. 
Robert Kegan’s subject-object relations theory lends itself to 
conceptualizing parents’ meaning-making at different developmental 
levels. His theory also provides an excellent framework for 
understanding parents and hypothesizing about the abilities of 
parents at different developmental levels. In fact, by using this 
theory and generating developmental challenges for parents, I was 
able to hypothesize what might be the growing edge for parents at 
each developmental level. 
In the following chapter I discuss the design of the study, 
describe Kegan’s and colleagues’ subject-object interview, reflect on 
its appropriateness for this study, and comment on its reliability and 
validity as a research instrument. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
Design of the Study 
The subject-object theory of Robert Kegan provides a framework 
to postulate what parents’ experiences and abilities might be at 
different developmental levels. The subject-object interview 
developed by Kegan and colleagues described in A Guide to the 
Subiect-Obiect Interview: Its Administration and Analysis, lends 
itself to the testing of these hypotheses. In the present study my 
primary interest was in determining what parents of teenagers 
thought about their parenting experiences. In other words, how did 
parents structure meaning around their parenting experiences? I 
wanted to use this knowledge to determine the developmental levels 
and the parenting abilities of parents. The subject-object interview 
suited my purposes exactly: It generates data about the meaning¬ 
making structures of individuals and the subject-object analysis 
process assesses the developmental level of that data. 
There are twenty-one discriminations in Kegan’s developmental 
levels. The analysis process not only distinguishes between five 
distinct stages; it also articulates four transition points between each 
stage. Furthermore, because his theory determines the 
developmental levels of adults by assessing what is “subject” and 
what is “object” in the parent’s meaning-making, the abilities of the 
parents are also defined. Identifying these abilities addresses the 
issue of readiness which, of course, is a core issue in this study. 
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The subject-object interview was custom-made for my research, 
but I also selected this research instrument for another reason. In 
addition to needing valuable data from my subjects, I also wanted 
my subjects to gain personally from the interviewing experiences. 
This interviewing process allowed parents to talk about what they 
wished. Also, the subjects themselves controlled to what depth they 
pursued any given topic. In essence, it offered them a forum for 
telling at least part of their story of parenting teenagers, the part 
that they wanted to tell. In many different ways parents expressed 
that the interviews were clarifying and affirming. I was encouraged 
to find a research instrument that reflected the tenets of the theory. 
The theory speaks with great respect to the meaning-making activity 
of individuals. 
Sample 
In this study, I interviewed twenty parents of teenagers, 
seven fathers and thirteen mothers who live in neighboring 
communities. All of the participants were known to me in some 
capacity through my professional work as a psychologist. The only 
criteria for selection was that they were parents of one or more 
teenagers. Included in this number were six couples who shared the 
parenting responsibilities of their teenagers. Obviously, the 
generalizability of the study is limited in that only twenty subjects 
were interviewed. 
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Research Recruitment 
Through phone contacts, I asked participants to volunteer for 
the study. I used this time to deal with any questions that they 
might have about the process. Before the interview began, I again 
thoroughly explained the interviewing process again, and, once they 
agreed to participate, I asked them to sign a consent form, a copy of 
which can be found in Appendix B. 
The Instrument 
The subject-object interview is in keeping with the tradition 
of the Piagetian semi-clinical interview: The interviewer asks 
questions to determine how a specific content is being construed. 
The content is generated from the real-life experiences of the 
interviewee. 
The Format 
The subject was given ten index cards with each word written 
on a separate card; anger; anxious, nervous; success; strong stand or 
conviction; sad; torn; moved, touched; lost something; change; 
important. These words were designed to trigger the memory of the 
interviewees and to bring to the forefront interpersonal or 
intrapersonal experiences. I read questions to help the interviewees 
reflect on occasions when they experienced what was written on the 
card. Each interview took about one hour and fifteen minutes. The 
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questions were modified for the purposes of my study. They read as 
follows: 
(1) Anger 
"If you were to think back over the last several weeks, even 
the last couple months, and you had to think about times you felt 
really angry at your teenager or times you got really mad at him/her 
or felt a sense of outrage or violation in relation to something he or 
she did—are there two or three things that come to mind?” 
(2) Anxious, Nervous 
"If you were to think of some times when you found yourself 
being really scared about your teenager times when you felt 
nervous, anxious about something he/she said or did--what would 
you come up with?" 
(3) Success 
"If you were to think of some times when you felt kind of 
triumphant, or personally powerful in your relationship with your 
teenager, or a time when you achieved something with him/her that 
was difficult for you, or especially something with him/her that was 
satisfying that you were afraid might come out another way, or a 
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sense that you had overcome something with him/her—what comes 
to mind?" 
% 
(4) Strong Stand, Conviction 
"If you were to think of some times in the last few months 
when you had to take a strong stand with your teenager, or felt very 
keenly 'this is what I think should or should not be done about this,' 
times when you became aware of a particular conviction you held in 
relation to him/her—what comes to mind?" 
(5) Sad 
"...If you were to think of times when you felt real sad about 
something your teenager did or said, or perhaps something that 
he/she did that even made you cry, or left you feeling on the verge 
of tears—what come to mind?" 
(6) Torn 
"If you were to think of times when you really felt in conflict 
with your teenager, when someone or some part of you felt one way 
or was urging you on in one direction with him/her, and someone 
else or some other part was feeling another way about him/her; 
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times when you really felt kind of torn about him/her—what comes 
to mind?" 
(7) Moved, touched 
"If you were to think of times when you felt quite touched by 
something you saw your teenager do, or some thought about your 
teenager, perhaps something pertaining to your son or daughter that 
even caused your eyes to tear up, something about him/her that 
moved you—what comes to mind?" 
(8) Lost something 
"If you were to think of times when you were worried that you 
might lose your teenager; times when you had goodbye experiences 
with him/her, times when you experienced losses with him/her— 
what comes to mind" 
(9) Change 
"As you look back at your past, if you had to think of some 
ways in which you think you've changed with your teenagers over 
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the last few years—or, even months—if that seems right—are there 
some ways that come to mind?" 
(10) Important 
"If you were just to ask yourself What is it that is most 
important to me about parenting my son/daughter?', or ’What do I 
care deepest about in parenting?' or What matters most in my 
parenting?’—are there one or two things that come to mind?" 
As the interviewees recalled an event or a feeling I asked 
them to write down just a few words or phrases that would help 
them recall the event or feeling again later. I also told them that the 
cards were for their use only. When notes had been jotted down for 
all ten words, then the interviewees were asked to look back over 
all the cards and select one event or feeling that they wanted to talk 
about. As the interviewees began talking, I probed to see how they 
were structuring meaning around the experience. Once again, I was 
neither probing for the details of the event nor for what the parent 
was thinking about the event. Instead, I was looking for how the 
parent was thinking about the experience being described. The 
interviewees always took the lead in choosing what they wanted to 
talk about and I was asking questions like the following: “What is 
most important about_? Where does this idea come from? How 
do you (the parent) come to know_? What is most upsetting 
about_? What is hardest about_? What would it mean if 
you_? How do you know if you have been successful? How do 
you know_is the best way to deal with_? What does 
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this situation tell you about yourself? What is at stake for you in this 
situation? What would be the cost to you if_was to happen? 
What allows you to_? What prompts you to_? How does 
_(a specific process) usually work?” 
As many questions as possible were posed in the one-hour and 
fifteen minutes allotted time. 
Scoring 
Interviews were taped and transcribed and portions of the 
interview were classified as units of analysis called bits. A bit was 
defined as subject-object material, material which reflected the 
structure through which one was thinking or making meaning. This 
material was different from content material in that this subject- 
object material did not speak to the themes, topics, and issues in an 
individual’s life. To generate material that reflected the structure of 
an individual’s thinking, I asked the question “From where in the 
evaluation of subject-object relations are the person’s meanings 
generated?” (Lahey, L., Souvaine, E., Kegan, R., Goodman, R. and Felix, 
S., 1986, p. 11). Another question I asked myself while I was scoring 
was “What are the parents trying to get here to make this experience 
have meaning for them, i.e., get a need met, co-create meaning with 
their teenagers, affirm their self-governing system?” 
In my interviewing, I knew that I had found a subject-object 
level demonstrating itself when I could identify an object, or that 
which was internalized, and a subject, that which did the 
internalizing. Appendix A outlines what is subject and what is object 
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at each stage in Kegan’s subject-object theory. The key that I used as 
a guide in the scoring process can be found in Appendix C. 
Here is an example of a subject-object analysis: Suppose I was 
considering a person’s meanings in terms of “psychological 
responsibility.” The subject-object research group proposes the 
following “From a structural perspective a person can only take 
responsibility for that over which she actually is able to know 
responsibility can be taken. In other words something must be 
object for the person in order for them to take responsibility for it; 
a person cannot take responsibility for that which she is subject to... 
each structure has its own abilities and limitations in terms of what a 
person can and cannot take psychological responsibility for” (Lahey, 
L., Souvaine, E., Kegan, R., and Felix, S., 1986, p. 15). When I was 
interviewing, one concrete thing that I was looking for was what the 
interviewer could and could not take responsibility for. Material that 
revealed that to me was considered subject-object material or a bit. 
Probably the most challenging aspect of looking for subject-object 
material was learning to differentiate between content and structure. 
The most successful way of not being seduced by something that 
sounded like a certain stage but actually was not was by 
continuously generating counter-arguments for such phrases. For 
example Kegan asks the reader in his “Guide to the Subject-Object 
Interview”(p. 198) to formulate a stage two, stage four, and stage five 
hypotheses for this phrase “I want people to like me,” a phrase which 
sounds like a stage three statement. This kind of challenging was the 
only way I became clear that there was no evidence of other 
constructions. If there was evidence that there could be other 
constructions for the same phrase, then of course the phrase or 
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statement was recognized as content and not structure. In their 
guide book, (pp.200-201) Kegan and colleagues emphasized that 
when distinquishing between structure and content, it is important 
to discern whether or not a person has demonstrated a particular 
structure. Kegan et. al. provide an example. If a person says “I was 
really sad that my friend was upset with me.” He and his colleagues 
suggest that the speaker has not demonstrated an ability to 
internalize the other person’s perspective on him. Instead, they say 
the speaker has told the listener about taking a perspective, but has 
not demonstrated that he can actually hold internally the other 
person’s perspective on him. To illuminate this further another 
example is provided: “I was really sad because my friend felt my 
choice to go off with another friend meant that I didn’t like him any 
more. It made me sad because he must have felt really hurt.” Kegan 
and colleagues claim that they can actually see that the speaker’s 
feelings of sadness come from the other’s perspective which he 
describes and they can watch him holding internally how his friend 
was feeling about him and deriving his own feelings from his 
understanding of the other’s feelings. 
Appendices G, H, I, and J, provide some examples of content which 
were generated from the interviews, which can be contrasted to the 
subject-object material that will be presented in Chapter 4. 
Appendix G is an excerpt from an interview with a father. In the 
interview, I became totally absorbed in the content of what the 
father was telling me, and consequently, I had difficulty formulating 
probing questions. I was also aware at the time that I did not want 
to interrupt the flow of his talking. Therefore, the interview was 
rich in content and had little structural material. Appendix H is also 
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an excerpt from an interview which reflected primarily content 
material. I came to know what bothered this mother but I did not 
get to the “whys” of what bothered her. Appendix I is also an 
excerpt from an interview in which I came to understand “what” this 
mother was thinking but not “why” she was thinking it. 
Appendix J also illustrates how I was not able to get to the bottom of 
this father’s thinking on a particular issue, i.e., his daughter getting 
pregnant. 
The scoring was done by a subject-object assessor who was 
certified by the Subject-Object Research Group of the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education to assess material for subject-object 
data and me. To achieve the standing of certified assessor means 
that a person is able to assess ten interviews that are selected by 
this Harvard group and give an overall score to these interviews 
correctly within 1/5 of a stage or within what is called one 
discrimination, in eight out of the ten interviews. 
This ceritfied assessor and I separately identified subject- 
object data in each interview and, whereever possible, came up with 
an overall score for the interview. Appendix D and Appendix E are 
copies of the process sheets used to formulate the subject-object 
material. The sheets were designed to help the assessors keep track 
of how we analyzed each of the “bits” or subject-object data in the 
interview. An interview has no set number of bits, although they 
typically ranged from eight to fifteen bits and we did not always 
choose all the exact same bits. After a bit was selected, it was 
marked with brackets on the interview itself and labeled with a 
number. On the process sheet, the bit number and page appeared. 
The scores that the assessor believed the bit reflected were written 
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to the right of the bit number. In the column to the far right, 
questions were answered in order to help or lead the assessor to rule 
out some scores and assign others. 
Once we moved through the entire interview and completed the 
Formulation Sheet we used the Overall Formulation Sheet . Under 
“A” we wrote down our overall hypothesis or hyhpotheses. In order 
to give an interview a score, there had to be at least three bits to 
reflect that hypothesis. Sometimes we had two hypotheses or even a 
range of them. Those hypotheses that had three bits were kept and 
written under A. Next we rejected hypotheses. We argued with 
ourselves until either we convinced ourselves that one score and no 
other could reflect the entire interview or we convinced ourselves 
that we did not have sufficient evidence to determine that a single 
score reflected the entire interview. Under “B”, scores were listed 
that were rejected and structural evidence was given for why. 
Under “C”, if possible, an overall score was given . Under “D” 
evidence was given for why scores were rejected on either side of 
the score. If we did not have a single score, we explained what 
evidence would be needed to narrow the range to one score. Finally, 
we counted the number of bits which reflected the single score or 
range of scores which represented the overall formulation. This was 
written under “E” which reflected the interview’s “power.” 
The scoring system discriminates between five qualitative steps 
in the evolution from one subject-object structure to the next. For 
example, the development from stage three to stage four includes 
four different stage combinations, noted as 3(4), 3/4, 4/3, 4(3). This 
system distinguishes between a perspective that is fully stage three, 
one that is primarily stage three with some stage four, one that has 
48 
both perspectives operating but stage three dominates, one where 
stage four dominates the two structures, one that is primarily stage 
four with some stage three, and one that is fully stage four. 
Twenty-one different subject-object perspectives comprise this 
scoring system as a result of the five stages in Kegan's theory and the 
four transition points between each stage. 
Reliability and Validity to Date of the 
Subject-Obiect Interview 
Lahey, Souvaine, Kegan, Goodman, and Felix in their Guide to the 
Subject-Object Interview report on the reliability and validity of the 
interview. First of all in reference to the interrater reliability. 
Goodman’s dissertation (1983) was the first to use the subject-object 
interview. He interviewed 36 subjects. Then 27 of the interviews 
were randomly selected to be scored by two raters. “Complete 
agreement between the two ratings was 67%; agreement within 1/3 
stage was 82%. Approximately eight months later, a second 
interrater reliability test was run. The disagreements that did exist 
from the original scoring were settled by discussion between the two 
scorers. These scores were taken as the “first rating” in the new 
test. The 27 interviews were then scored again by new scorers none 
of whom had been an original scorer or the interviewer. Complete 
agreement between the two ratings was 89%; agreement with 1/5 
stage was 100%. The auhors of the Guide suggest that Goodman’s 
numbers might best be compared with the Moral Judgment 
Interview (Colby, Kohlberg, et al, 1987). These same authors say that 
“the MJI at its most finely differentiating makes 13 distinctions 
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between stages one and five; it distinguishes two transitional points 
between any two stages; all other developmental measures in the 
constructive-developmental paradigm make even fewer distinctions. 
The subject-object Interview makes 21 distinctions between stages 
one and five; it distinguishes four transitional points between any 
two stages. Obviously “percent of exact agreement is more or less 
impressive depending upon the number of distinctions that can 
possibly be made. Colby, Kohlberg, et al. report eight different 
interrater tests (each involving ten to twenty interviews). They 
report complete agreement (using 13 possible distinctions) of : 53%, 
63%, 63%,63%, 63%, 78%, 63%, 52%, a mean of 60%, mode and median 
of 63%. Considering that the S-0 Interview involves 21 possible 
distinctions both Goodman’s complete agreement number (67% and 
89%) compare quite favorably with the more established measure. 
Colby and Kohlberg, et al. report agreement within 1/3 stage: 100%, 
100%, 100%, 88%, 88%, 100%, 100%, 100%, 9 1%; a mean of 96%, mode 
and median, 100%. Considering again that a “one-discrimination 
difference” is a smaller difference for the S-0 Interview than the MJI 
(1/5 vs. 1/3), the numbers are again comparable. The MJI reports no 
more than a one discrimination difference between ratings 96-100% 
of the time: Goodman reports no more than a one discrimination 
difference 82% of the time in one test, and 100% of the time in the 
other” (Lahey, et al, 1986, pp356-358). 
Lisa Lahey’s dissertation sheds some light on test-retest 
reliability of the subject-object interview. She wished ot learn to 
what extent persons exercise the same meaning-making system 
across different domains of life, i.e., work and love. She interviewed 
22 adults, each on two separate occasions no more than two weeks 
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apart. Correlations between the scores at time 1 and time 2 were .82 
(Spearman coefficient) and .834 (Pearson’s r), both significant at the 
.0001 level. Percent agreement within 2/3 of a stage from time 1 to 
time 2 was .95; within 1/5 of a stage from time 1 to time 2 was .81; 
exact agreement from time 1 to time was .50. The authors of the 
Guide report that “These numbers are only a little less strong than 
the most similar better established measure, the MJI” (Lahey, et al, 
1986,p. 362-363). The authors say that Colby, Kohlberg et al. report 
low .90s agreement with 1/3 of a stage. Also Colby, Kohlberg, et al 
report exact agreement in the .60s with a less differentiated scale 
than that of the S-0 interview (thirteen distinctions vs. twenty-one) 
compared to Lahey’s .50. 
Villegas’ research design(Villegas, 1988) sheds light on the 
inter-item consistency within the measure. She explored Venezuelan 
adolescents’ reasoning about responsibility. Villegas was interested 
in the extent to which reasoning about “responsibility” is better 
understood as an instance of “moral reasoning;” or “subject-object 
reasoning,” or some other third category all its own not yet defined. 
Therefore, she gave each subject a moral judgement interview, a 
subject-object interview, and two originally designed “responsibility 
interviews” one patterned after the MJI and the other after the S-0 
interview. 
The authors of the Guide point out, “Because (a) her ‘modified’ 
S-0 interview amounts to the “strong stand card” as well as related 
probes; (b) her mode of interviewing and analysis are both identical 
to standard procedures for the S-0 interview; and (c) she does not 
use the ‘strong stand’ card in her ‘regular’ S-0 interviews, the design 
turns out to be an opportunity to consider at least the consistency 
51 
between one ‘item’ (‘strong stand’) and the other items taken as a 
whole.” 
Subjects were 72 adolescents. Correlations of scores between 
the “strong stand” interview and the “regular” subject-object 
interview was .96. 
Finally, the authors of the Guide address the validity of the 
subject-object interview. To begin with, they agree with Colby, 
Kohlberg, et al. (1987) who say that “ the appropriate validity concept 
for a developmental measure [such as the MJI or S-0 Interview] is 
contstruct validity, not prediction to an external criterion...” 
Furthermore, in reference to the subject-object interview, the 
authors of the Guide that “the real test for the measure has to do 
with its capacity to 1) capture gradual changes in subject-object 
development within persons in the expected direction over time, and 
2) demonstrate a consistency of structural usage across a wide range 
of contents...studies like Lahey’s and Villegas’ ... which demonstrate 
high degrees of consistency among: alternate forms of the measure, 
different domains of experiencing (‘love’ and ‘work’), different ‘test 
items’, different psychological themes (‘responsibility’)—are a form of 
support of the second of these demands, but many more such tests, 
and more systematic tests, would be needed. And further, no real 
evidence for the first demand, which can only be satisfied by 
longitudinal design, can yet be reported at all. Kegan, Lahey, and 
Souvaine, however, are six years along in a longitudinal study of 
adult subject-object development involving thirty-five persons 
reinterviewed annually. This ‘every year’ design should permit 
identification of the subtle epistemological shifts between stages if 
the construct is correct and if the measure is a valid one. As Colby, 
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Kohlberg, et al. point out [and others before them (Shareison and 
Stanton, 1975, p. 68)], if the study does not demonstrate invariant 
sequence we will be unable to conclude anything about either the 
construct’s or the measure’s validity, but if it does we will then have 
important evidence for both” (Lahey, et al, 1986,pp. 367-368). 
Limitations of the Study 
Because there were only twenty parents interviewed in this 
study, the results cannot be generalized. 
Also in using a developmental theory in research there is a 
temptation to use the theory to label subjects. In using Kegan’s 
theory as a context for research, however, the focus was not on 
labeling but on assessing the activity of meaning-making itself. In 
fact, the focus is on the wisdom and integrity of this activity at each 
stage of development. 
Because the focus of the study was on how parents were 
structuring meaning and not on content, other pertinent components 
of parenting were not addressed such as motivation, commitment, 
and level of caring. I focused on identifying subject-object data 
which only comprised approximately fifteen to twenty-five percent 
of the interviews. The remaining portions of the interviews were 
rich in content, embracing the feelings, beliefs, perseverance, 
integrity, and commitment of the parents. The content revealed that 
all these parents were operating from a high level of commitment. 
They were all puzzled by some aspects of parenting. And, they were 
all on a quest to understand more about themselves and their 
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teenagers. To embrace the complete significance of these interviews, 
it is my beleif that one would need to read the interviews in their 
entirety. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS AND INTERPRETATIONS 
I interviewed seven fathers and thirteen mothers in this study. 
The subject-object data generated from the study was scored and fell 
within nine of the twenty-one categories of Kegan’s subject-object 
discriminations. In nine of these interviews, the co-rater and I were 
able to ascertain definitive overall scores. In six of these interviews, 
we were able to agree on the subject-object ratings of some of the 
bits. In five of the interviews, we were not abe to find sufficient 
structural material. The material was too content oriented. 
As parental constructions of meaning were generated, and 
distinctive ways that parents make meaning became more apparent, 
I decided to modify Kegan’s categories. I assigned the subject-object 
material to one of six categories. Like Kegan’s framework, I assigned 
one category for each stage (two, three, four). I also created one 
category for subject-object material for each of the three transitional 
areas, e.g., 2-3, 3-4, and 4-3. 
It was established that out of the two parents which comprised 
the study, two parents had an overall score of 2 or had an imperial 
system of meaning-making. These same two parents had bits that 
suggested that they were beginning to transition into 
interpersonalism. Two parents had bits that were fully 3., 
interpersonal. Four parents had 3-4 material demonstrating that 
they were in a transition between interpersonalism and 
insitutionalism. Two of these parents had overall scores reflecting 
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this transition and two others had bits that reflected this transition. 
Seven parents had subject-object material that reflected an 
institutional structure of meaning-making. Four of these parents had 
overall scores of four and three others had bits that reflected stage 
four meaning-making. Two of the parents that scored an overall 
stage four generated material that suggested a 4-5 transition or 
institutional-interindividual transition. In each of the following 
sections I provide examples of meanings generated by the parents 
and explain why each excerpt fell into a particular category. The co¬ 
rater and I agreed with this subject-object material in that we either 
agreed on an overall score for that parent or we agreed on specific 
bits in the interview of that parent. The following table delineates 
the number of parents that generated subject-object material from 
each of the categories. 
Table 4.1 
Number of Parents Generating Subject-Object Data 
S-0 Category 2 
No. of Parents 2 
2-3 
2 
3 
2 
3-4 4 4-5 
4 7 2 
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Imperial Perspectives on Parenting 
As was pointed in Chapter Two in the section on the Imperial Self, 
parents operating from this meaning-making structure saw their 
parenting experiences through their own needs. In other words, 
they were “subject to” their needs. The authority for their parenting 
came from their needs. The meanings generated by Emily and Sam 
in the following excerpts shed light on this kind of parental meaning¬ 
making. 
Emily 
When I was interviewing Emily, a mother of a teenage son, she 
was talking about coaching her son as a part of her parenting. She 
talked to me about coaching her son. The coaching was done 
because of her need to see her son happy. 
C : “Talk about how you coach. Can you give me some examples of 
how you coach?” 
S: “Like I was talking about the college thing, I would say, ‘you want 
to go to college?’ ‘Yes.’ Okay. ‘Do you know what you have to do to 
go to college?’ ‘I have to get good grades.’ ‘Right. Do you know this 
is your last year of school?’ ‘Yes’. ‘Okay, that means you really have 
to work hard, not two weeks get A’s and then the next four weeks 
get B’s or C’s.’ I”ve tried to encourage him to be consistent over an 
eight week period but he’s like a roller coaster sometimes. I said, 
'It’s your life but I want you to have a good life, I want you to be...’ I 
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want him to be happy. ‘You’re not going to be happy if you don’t 
finish school.’” 
She saw through her want “...I want him to be happy.” The 
implication of this is that in order for him to be happy, he had to 
finish school. Therefore, she wanted him to finish school. She 
projected this want onto her son. “In other words, you’re not going to 
be happy if you don’t finish school.” 
I asked Emily about her son’s grades and again it was apparent 
that Emily saw the meaning of her son’s grades in terms of her own 
needs, i.e., her need dictated how she would understand his grades. 
C: “What’s the hardest thing around the grades for you as you sort 
of...” 
S: “ I"11 give you an example. This paper is due on December 13th. 
You’ve got half the rough draft done, the final draft you’ll do in study 
hail, then the report card comes, three papers, the reason the report 
card is low--due to late handing it in late—not to say that the paper 
wasn’t any good, by the way, but he has a ....he’s famous for turning 
that paper in the next day after it’s due. I go, ‘ 0 You have been at 
school now twelve years. When are you going to learn that you’re 
not going to get an “A” because you handed it in the next the way, 0., 
your paper isn’t properly...It would have been an “A”, 0., but because 
58 
it was late, I have to give you this.’ How long does it take for this to 
sink in that he learns to have it in on time?” 
C: “So, is that the nervous and anxious part...?” 
S: “I’m worried. I want him to graduate because every subject he’s 
taking this year, he needs. There is no buffer. There are no extras 
here. He needs everything so when you’ve got a couple of feather 
marks here, we don’t...I get nervous because I told him I would not 
put up with another year in high school.” 
C: “Because you want to talk a little bit about how you feel about 
that?” 
S: “I can’t deal with it. It seems like I've been in high school for a 
hundred years.” 
C: “Talk a little bit about that.” 
S: “I’m very anxious for 0. I’m going to be selfish with that, because 
I’m going to say in the last seven years I have worked very hard at 
motivating children through high school and I just want them to get 
decent grades, not go get your diploma because you passed, but be 
proud you are picking up your diploma. I want them to be 
succcessful at what they are doing, not a doctor, lawyer, rich, but 
they’re happy with what they are doing and not struggling at what 
they are doing. When a bill comes in they don’t have to steal from 
Paul to pay Peter— have it organized or budgeted...or whatever that 
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you can live at least somewhat comfortable without struggling and I 
know what that’s like. He’s my son, I want the best for him.” 
She wanted her son to graduate, to have decent grades. She 
wanted him to be successful so he could get his diploma, so that he 
could pay his bills, etc. She did not want him to struggle. She was 
speaking from a single perspective, her own perspective, which is 
characteristic of individuals making-meaning from an imperial 
perspective. 
When I asked Emily the following question about her relationship 
with her son she did not reflect on the nature of the relationship. 
Instead, she gave me a detailed description of a specific situation. 
• 
C: “Do you think that his successes now say anything about you and 
your parenting and your relationship with him?” 
S: “ I think so, but I’m not going to take a whole lot of credit, but the 
credit that I will take is that I never gave up on him. No matter 
how hurt, how angry, I would not let go. I kept it up. Even when I 
would say, This is it. I’ve had it. Don’t even come to me for 
anything.’ The next day I would say,’ Okay, what have you got for 
homework/’ That’s the way I operate. And I said to him the other 
day, I said, ‘0, I’m forty-four years old and I don’t think that I’m 
going to change.’ I’m a worrier. I’m hyper but he’s done well with 
me because when we start off, it’s 'I want to talk to you rationally, 
Mom.’ So we start off very calmly and then he might mention 
something that will trigger me, and I’ll go wait a minute and I start 
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wanting to give up. He’ll kind of move his hand, Take five. Take a 
deep breath’. He’s kind of trained me to remember what I’m doing. 
But a lot of times I’m a screaming demon. I don’t realize that I’m 
shouting or showing my emotion. I know that I am but I’m not- 
‘Okay, now I’m going to scream at you.’ You do it automatically.” 
Emily continued by saying that if she were to start over parenting 
again, she would do it differently. 
S: “Not to say that I would ever want to start over again. I wouldn’t 
want to do that, but I do think that I would do things differently. I 
think I would let a child be more independent instead of taking care 
of them every step of the way. I don’t mean I would throw them out 
on the street but, when 0. was little, I dressed him constantly 
because I had to have him at the sitters for 6:00 or 6:30. And, if you 
remember, 0. is poky. So it was: put him in his snowsuit; zip it up, 
grab him-- here- and Okay, we’re gone, because if I waited for 
everybody, I would have been late for work every day. He is poky. 
He is still very poky unless it’s something he wants to do. If he’s 
going to a dance, he’ll be ready in five minutes, but that’s something 
else again. I wouldn’t want to have to say, ‘Okay, you put your shoes 
on.’ I don’t mean I did this when he was eleven or twelve. We’re 
talking a toddler. I would never think of letting him pour his own 
milk. He would spill it. Trial and error, I would do that this time. I 
do that with my granddaughter. She’s three, ‘Mimi, can I pour the 
soda?’ ‘Sure.’ I’d get a cup- ‘Go for it.’ See what I mean? 
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Even when Emily talked about starting over, the changes that she 
suggested, i.e., “letting the kids do things,” did not reflect a structural 
change in her thinking. In actuality she replaced her need to have to 
do it all herself with a need to let the kids do it. She really did not 
demonstrate in the interview that she could reflect on why this 
might be good for her son. 
Finally, I asked Emily what would make her happiest about 
parenting. 
C: “If you’ll bear with me, I’d like to take the other side of the coin 
and ask what makes you happiest about parenting? What’s the 
happiest thought about that?” 
S: I like doing things with 0. I’ve always enjoyed that. I love being 
close to them even though they may not see it. Do you know what I 
mean? And I don’t mean closeness, sitting-body closeness, but just a 
feeling that when you look at each other you just know it’s there. I 
can do that with 0. I don’t have to be sitting beside him. I think he 
does that often now when he calls me, 'I’m here now, Mom.’ I’ve 
trained him to do that now. I shouldn’t say train, but he’s finally 
accepted the responsibility that... ‘I’ve told Mom I was going to be 
here about 4:15 and it’s now 4:30 so I’ll call her and let her know 
where I am. I’m at R’s now or I’m at school and by the way Mom, I 
love you.’ And he does that very often, and I go, ‘I love you, too.’ It 
makes your whole day better, too. Where getting four or five phone 
calls a week from school, saying 0. this, 0. that. This year, no calls 
and the calls that I have got are positive.” 
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Again, Emily spoke about herself. She was happiest with her 
parenting when her son filled her need to be kept informed about his 
whereabouts. 
Sam 
Sam, the father of a teenage daughter, generated meanings of 
his parenting in much the same way as Emily. I asked him the 
following question: 
C: “How does that usually work; when she’s got something that she 
wants to talk about and she’s not sure which way she wants to go, 
then how do you guys usually do that? Do you usually sit down and 
throw out options or do you give her some ideas of what you would 
do if you were in her shoes, or how does that usually go?” 
S: “We just tell her what—if it’s some experience we’ve had—we’ll 
tell her the experience we’ve had and embellish on some of the 
options that are available and give her pros and cons to each one. 
She headed down to neighbors in August and, when she arrived, she 
found that things weren’t quite the way she thought they were going 
to be from the information she had when she left. She called up and 
was questioning should she come back to X because she couldn’t get 
any courses she wanted. There would be two years to get into the 
program she wanted. There were 34,00 kids and they weren’t able 
to handle more than 20,000. It was just a huge mess down there. 
We told her the decision was up to her except that X had already 
sent her the course schedule and we had received it that day. She 
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didn’t have any classes before 10:00 in the morning. No classes on 
Saturday and no classes after 4:00 in the afternoon, so we said, ‘What 
do you want to do?’ The cost is pretty much the same either way 
except it turned out that it was going to be a little more expensive 
down there. We said that if she wanted to come back, fine. She 
decided that she would come back. I don’t know if it was the 10:00 in 
the morning or if it was certain courses that she wanted to take and 
they were available here and they weren’t available there. I felt she 
had made the right decision on her own. She will in most cases. 
In his response he did not reflect on an interchange that would 
include his own, his wife’s, and his daughter’s perspectives. Instead 
he gave a step by step, concrete description of what his daughter did 
while she was making her decision. 
To elaborate on the concrete nature of his responses, when I 
asked him how he would be supportive to his daughter, he 
responded this way: 
C: “You see yourself as being supportive to them right now. In what 
ways do you see yourself as supporting them?” 
S: “ Paying their tuition to college. Being there when she needs to 
talk and communicate, providing a space that she always calls home. 
But she knows that. There is always a home for her. Whereever we 
are, it could be Tim Buc Too and there is always a space for her. 
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They both know that. But she also wants to be out in the world on 
her own and become the big, grown up person.” 
Finally I asked Sam: 
C: “What do you think she feels about you and your wife moving, 
how do you think she sees that with you guys leaving? How do you 
think she thinks that through?” 
S: “She thinks we’re dumb if we don’t . She’s kind of testing her legs 
out in the world, taking those little steps to go out on her own. This 
is one of them. Get into the dorm, be on her own ‘cause we aren’t 
going to be there every night. So she can talk to other people, get a 
different feel for what it’s like to be out there for an extended period 
of time. 
Once again, his response did not reflect on his daughter’s inner 
process but instead described what her behaviors might be as a 
consequence of the parents moving. 
I also asked him: 
C: “ How do you imagine that she feels about you guys going?” 
S: “ I suspect that there are times when she will want to come home 
and talk about things and we’re not going to be there but we’re at 
the end of the telephone so as long as she can call up and talk about 
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things I don’t think there is going to be any problem. She’s a goal 
oriented person and that’s what she’s working towards.” 
He described what he thought she might want to do, i.e., want to 
come home and talk about things, etc. He didn’t really demonstrate 
that he could perceive how the daughter was perceiving him. That 
would require that he hold more than one perspective at the same 
time, i.e.,his own and his daughter’s. 
Emily and Sam gave us glimpses into the world of imperial 
parents: 1) They parent through their needs, i.e., they are “subject to” 
their needs. 2) They hold a single perspective, i.e. ,their own 
perspective, on parenting experiences. 3) They use concrete 
examples and specific situations to talk about their parenting 
experiences. 
Imperial/Interpersonal Perspectives on Parenting 
Emily and Sam clearly scored to be imperial thinkers, yet there 
were traces of a different kind of logic emerging. There were two 
bits in Emily’s interview and three bits in Sam’s interview that were 
scored 2(3), indicating the beginning of interpersonalism. The 
following excerpts gave indications that both Emily and Sam might 
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have been starting to be able to hold or internalize the perspective of 
their teenager while they were tending to their needs. 
Emily 
Emily demonstrated that she was beginning to internalize her 
son’s perspective when she demonstrated that her internal talk 
included her talking about how her son might feel . For example: 
C: “Is part of your feeling when they lie to you...does that hurt?” 
S: “It’s almost like they don’t trust you to tell you. I don’t know if 
trust is the word, but you’re nothing. “I don’t have to tell you the 
truth.” Do you know what I mean? You’re not important.” 
The following excerpt also illustrated the beginning of such an 
internalization in that she demonstrates that she can imagine what 
her son might be thinking. 
C: “If you’ll bear with me I’d like to take the other side of the coin 
and say, and ask what makes you happiest about parenting? What’s 
the happiest thought about that?” 
S: "I like to do things with 0. I’ve always enjoyed that. I love being 
close to them even though they may not see it. Do you know what I 
mean? And I don’t mean closeness, sitting body closeness, but just a 
feeling that when you look at each other you just know it’s there. I 
can do that with 0., I don’t have to be sitting beside him. I think he 
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does that often now when he calls me, ‘I’m here now, Mom’. I’ve 
trained him to do that now. I shouldn’t say train, but he’s finally 
accepted the responsibility that... “I’ve told Mom I was going to be 
here about 4:15 and it’s now 4:30 so I’ll call her and let her know 
where I am. I’m at R.’s now or I’m at school and by the way, Mom, ‘I 
love you.’ And he does that very often, and I go, ‘I love you, too.’ It 
makes your whole day better, too. 
Sam 
In the following passage, Sam demonstrated that a similar 
transition might be taking place: 
S: “ H. is much more communicative than C. because that’s how H. 
learns: total verbal communication, verbal diarrhea. I think it 
was...they gained that from experiences we’ve been through that 
we’ve had along the way, the group work we’ve done...The problem 
is my using it has always been tainted by experiences from when I 
was growing up and I see more each day what effect that was. We 
didn’t have communication at our house--a very negative 
atmosphere most of the time--a lot of put downs of people-always 
pitting people at each other’s throat. It wasn’t a good situation 
growing up most of the time. I withdrew to protect myself from all 
that shit. It still affects how I operate and what I do when I make 
my decisions and they aren’t always good. Fortunately, our kids 
have had it a little different and fortunately, we have had some 
experiences along the way that, running into you, that’s affected 
them,that have affected me and N. ever since that time. The work, 
68 
the seminars that we’ve attended, it has affected us and we’ve 
passed that on to the kids. I still see that even those good parts are 
affected by all the crap I went through in my younger days. It takes 
a long time to get over that and I don’t know if you ever do.” 
He began the process of talking about how his teenagers might be 
taking him in. As well, he more than hinted that how others saw 
him has affected him. The following passage illustrated how difficult 
it was for Sam as he began to internalize negative viewpoints of his 
family. 
S: “...I got to the point that I don’t want to be around them either. 
Because C. has been, the whole attitude, I just want to separate 
myself, I want to move on. I have some more growing to do and I 
can’t do it here. I hold myself back just because of them and ...I have 
a brother that won’t communicate and a brother-in-law that knows 
everything. It’s hard to communicate with somebody that knows 
everything. And you can’t comunicate with somebody that just 
won’t talk back. It’s a difficult situation.” 
The following passage also suggested that Sam was possibly 
moving towards more interalizations of others’ viewpoints. 
C: “What does communication mean to you at this stage of the game? 
What does that mean to you now?” 
S: “Having people that I can talk with, share ideas with, concerns 
with." 
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C: “ How would they have to respond for you to feel comfortable with 
doing that?” 
S: “I’m not sure.” 
C: “How would you like them to respond?” 
S: “Now you’re getting into some hard stuff. Being able to share 
ideas, getting feedback from people and sometimes share together, 
like at a ball game or whatever. I really don’t know what it is. I 
haven’t experienced it very often. That’s a problem.” 
This transition shows the beginning of the impact of the 
internalizations of others on the individual. Both Emily and Sam, 
however, are in the very beginning stages of this transition so that 
they ultimately go back to their own needs as the final authority on 
things. In the next section, the interpersonal parents will have this 
same kind of internalization at the center of their meaning-making. 
Interpersonal Perspectives on Parenting 
Because these internalizations of the perspectives of others are at 
the center of meaning-making for interpersonal parents, their 
meanings of parenting come from a shared reality between the 
parents and the teenagers. In fact, the parents define themselves 
from this shared reality, i.e., they are “subject to” this shared reality. 
The authority for parenting comes through the relationships that the 
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parents hold with their teenagers and others. In fact the relationship 
defines the parenting that is done. Melinda and Sylvia shed some 
light on this kind of meaning-making. 
Melinda 
In responding to my question about the importance of being a 
good mother, Melinda, a mother of a teenage son and daughter, 
alludes to the importance of family togetherness. It is in fact within 
this togetherness that her meanings of parenthood are generated. In 
interviewing her, I had the distinct sense that the family 
togetherness and the family relationships were ends in themselves, 
and that if anything or anyone were to threaten these relationships, 
her sense of self would also be seriously threatened. I asked her: 
C: "What makes that (togetherness) a real important thing for you to 
be a good mother?” 
S: “Because of where I came from, what my background is.” 
C: “How would you put that in a nutshell?” 
S: “My sister and I were in the home to do the work: That was our 
major function...There were two entities there. There was our 
parents as a couple, and then there was the two of us. There were 
occasions when it was a foursome, but a great deal of our lives, it was 
them and us. One of the goals in my life has been that we would be a 
family: The kids would grow up with the sense of two parents. 
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And, that they would grow up as us as a family and being cared for 
and loved just because they were there rather than for what they 
could accomplish.” 
She looked to her daughter’s response to generate her own 
meanings of good mothering. 
S “I’m not sure where but she (daughter) talked about the things 
that she got while growing up and one of them was being allowed to 
try things, being allowed to experiment— that we were driving by a 
house that we used to live in and she was remembering that I let—it 
was pouring rain and I let them in the middle of the summer...and I 
said, ‘Go get your bathing suits on- go out and play in the rain.’ We 
were never allowed to do anything like that. It was neat to know 
that as a late teenager she was able to look back and see that as a 
positive in her bringing up. She was thinking...’Look at where I come 
from, look at,’ I think for herself, ‘look at the strength I’ve gathered 
and now I’m ready to take the next step.’” 
Melinda could bring the perspective of her daughter inside the 
self. In fact Melinda derived her own feeling from what her 
daughter was thinking and saying. In other words, Melinda was 
“subject to” what her daughter was thinking and feeling. 
Next, I asked her how she felt about what her daughter had said 
about her mother’s parenting. 
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C: "What were the feelings you were having when she was saying 
that, can you recall?” 
S: “Well, I was real pleased that something that I had done was right 
in her eyes. I think there were two things that were in my 
framework of saying, ‘That’s the way kids ought to be brought up,’ 
not ‘Go play in traffic, kid.’ I see too many kids that nobody brings 
up, that she saw that within the structure.” 
This illustrated once again how Melinda could not only internalize 
the viewpoint of her daughter. Melinda could also use this 
viewpoint to derive her own thoughts and feelings about herself. 
The following excerpt illustrates how Melinda shared the reality 
of pain, hurt, and anger with her daughter. 
C: “How do you know that, what tells you that she’s in pain?” 
S: “Tears. She’s not one that comes apart emotionally that much. A 
year ago May when she had worked for a year training for what was 
going to be her last season in competition as a junior and the horse 
was right at the peak, ready to go out and scarf up ribbons all 
summer long and some of the bitch women in the horse field literally 
pulled the horse out from under her. After the first show of the 
season, the horse went to somebody else and there was nothing we 
could do about it and she was devastated and I was devastated with 
her. We cried a lot and there wasn’t anything I could do except to 
help her look for another horse in a different direction. To be real 
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angry, she doesn’t —I got real angry with vindictive feelings and said 
a lot of things that I think—she just hurt- -I blow up. Sometimes I 
think that’s real helpful for some people who don’t do that. My 
ventilation of anger was helping her, too. I just meant she was going 
through things and we just got through it.” 
C: “What do you think was the hardest thing for you?” 
S: “Somebody hurt my kid that much and I was so angry. It 
devastated me to know— there were a couple of women that did this, 
these women are theoretically out there teaching, working with other 
children, working with other girls and that what they are teaching 
them is bitching—what they are teaching. I don’t want my daughter 
having that kind of learning.” 
C: “Was it a little bit like you had gone through it yourself?” 
S: “Oh yeah, I hurt, it hurt.” 
Note what Melinda shared: “...she was devastated and...I was 
devastated...We cried a lot...I got real angry...my ventilation of anger 
was helping her too...” All of these phrases pointed to a shared 
reality, a reality which indicated that the self of the mother was not 
really differentiated from the self of the daughter. In a sense, the 
mother and daughter shared a self. In fact, this mother was what 
was being shared between herself and her daughter. 
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The following excerpt provided another example of how this 
mother internalized the experience of her daughter and, from the 
internalization, derived her own experience. 
C: “If something had happened to her when she was fifteen, like if 
she had gotten pregnant or had a bad experience with a guy, what 
would that have meant to you then?" 
S: “ I would have hurt for her because if she had had a bad 
experience with a guy she’s going to be in pain, psychic pain if 
nothing else, a lot of other self-esteem kinds of things that happen 
when you’ve made a bad choice at an earlier age. You can make a 
bad choice at any age. You still hurt. But adolescence, there’s too 
much of the emotional upheaval I think that it’s even more painful at 
that age." 
C: “You would have hurt for her?” 
S: “Yes. I would probably have been angry too because she’s my 
daughter. She’s still my kid. Someone had hurt my baby.” 
Sylvia 
In the following excerpt Sylvia, a mother of two teenage 
daughters, described an interaction with her daughter that moved 
her, touched her. Like Melinda in this excerpt, Sylvia seemed to 
have derived her feeling from the feelings of her daughter. Again, 
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the shared reality was the source of meaning for the mother’s 
experience. 
S: “...That’s what she was telling me the whole way on this trip and 
she had decided she was going to come with me to tell me this. Also 
to keep me company. And I just was really touched by that because 
I felt that, in a way, I felt like I didn’t have to say anything, like 
those are things I hope my children have learned. And then there in 
that context was a challenge to those values, and I mean I loved the 
way she said it, ‘You know my attitude sucks, I know, but...’” Because 
she knows, yeah, her attitude does suck lots of times and I call her 
sometimes on being insensitive or harsh with people. But here was 
an opportunity to nail somebody else, and it was like...I don’t know...I 
was just... I mean I didn’t have to say anything. I was just touched 
by the fact that it was so totally unsolicited, that she really was 
showing to me a sensitivity that was real important to me and that 
she seemed to feel the need to let me in on it, to share that with me, 
and to hang in there with me. Because I hadn’t exhibited any great 
distress when he had said this, I don’t think, so she and I hadn’t had 
a chance to exchange anything, to know if I was upset. But she was 
just going to hang out with me. She was going to come with me, and 
I was just really touched, very much. 
Sylvia was moved that her daughter was showing a sensitivity, 
“...she seemed to feel the need to let me in on it, to share that with 
me, and to hang in there with me...she was just going to hang out 
with me. She was going to come with me...” 
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The meaning or significance of the event for this mother was the 
shared reality. It was as if when she talked about this event, there 
were not two realities but just one— the one in which they share the 
same experience. 
In the following excerpt, Sylvia, like Melinda, looked to her 
daughters to assess her parenting. 
C: “Let me ask you, just going back a little bit. In the past, with your 
family, you said one of the most important things was to make things 
memorable. Now how did you do that, or how did you want to do 
that? How did you go about making things memorable?” 
S: "...[A]nd trying to make things special for them so that they would 
remember them or request them but they’re things they attach 
meaning to. Which as they grow up now and I hear them, 
‘Remember this, Ma, when you used to...,’ I know it made some 
impact. I remember I wrote a poem when they were like, it must 
have been two and six. I wrote a poem about ‘Will you at some later 
time look back at these moments?’ It was a poem looking ahead to 
looking back and it just seemed like I was very conscious that I had 
some role in creating whatever memories they were going to have, at 
some later time in life. 
Sylvia derived her sense of value or worth of this project from 
the fact that the children expressed their love of it. In this passage, 
she revealed the world of the interpersonal parent. 1) She parented 
through her relationships, e.g,. she was “subject to” them. 2) She 
derived her meanings, feelings, and thoughts about her parenting 
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from the responses and feelings of her teenagers. She was able to do 
this because she could hold more than one perspective at a time. In 
fact, she could hold her needs as object and could simultaneously 
consider her own needs with those of her teenagers. 
Interoersonal/Institutional 
Perspectives on Parenting 
Several parents were in transition from interpersonalism to 
institutionalism. They made meaning and found authority for their 
parenting from both the interpersonal and institiutional meaning¬ 
making structures. As was pointed out in an earlier section Kegan 
and his colleagues have delineated four positions from stage three to 
stage four, 3(4),3/4, 4/3, 4(3). The following bits were scored 3/4- 
4/3. All bits that I found in this transition I categorized generally as 
3-4 transitional material. 
Marion 
In the following excerpt, Marion shared what her son’s grades 
meant to her. 
C: “What does it mean to you if he doesn’t do well or as well as you’d 
like him to on the tests or preparing for application and so forth? 
What does that mean to you?” 
S: “It doesn’t mean that much to me because, on the one hand, I’m 
anxious about his abilities, but on the other, but at the same time, 
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I’m very confident in his abilities. The problem is that his ability 
doesn’t fit with the criteria, scholastically in all areas, so... I'm very 
confident in general. I have no qualms at all. He’s much more 
successful. He’s very successful right now. It’s just in the area of 
having to put...to get into those pigeon holes...where his brain does 
not fit into all those pigeonholes, exactly, or the things that we 
construct to measure ability. But I’ve also let go of a lot of those 
things I needed to and he’s helped me to do that.” 
C: “What helped you to let go?” 
S: “He did.” 
C: “What is it that he said or did?” 
S: “The time he made the statement when he said, 'Do you have any 
idea what it’s like for me to know that you are worried about me 
taking a test or you’re worried or you don’t have... what it’s like for 
me to feel that you don’t have confidence in me especially when I 
know that you have the confidence in C.’ And the other thing that 
he said, he spoke about D., and he said, his father will never think he 
can accomplish. He just doesn’t think he can do it. Where he thought 
that I could some of the time, or most of the time but when I was 
anxious it made him feel like I had no confidence in him.” 
Marion could let go of her worry and reflect on that letting go, 
which is characteristic of an institutional perspective. At the same 
time, her decision to let go was based on her son’s feelings, not on 
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any of her own convictions or beliefs about parenting. The main 
purpose of the letting go was to maintain harmony in the 
relationship, which is characteristic of an interpersonal perspective. 
The following excerpt is another example of her efforts to keep 
harmony in her relationship with her son. 
S: “...this year he’s very proud of me. He tells me because I have 
been able to, only once, ask if he had homework to do. Because, as 
he tells me, he’s a big boy and, if he has homework, he knows it and 
he doesn’t need to be reminded by me and that’s a part of my 
anxiety around...’Can you really do it? Are you really competent?’ 
So that’s one way of demonstrating to him...” 
Marion seemed to be looking to her son to see how she was doing 
as a parent. Although she was able to reflect on her own inner 
process, ultimately she looked to her son to see if she was getting it 
right as a parent. The following excerpt further illustrates this. 
C: “What if you weren’t confident in him, what do you imagine would 
be the results of that?” 
S: “Well, I don’t know how important I am. I know I’m important 
but I don’t know if I was reflecting a negative image to him if it 
would make a major difference in his development or not. But on 
the other hand, I know if I can reflect a positive image to him, the 
one thing I can remember him saying years ago having to do with 
the truth, The truth is the truth’. It can only help him. I think about 
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me reflecting a positive image to him. I can see it having more 
import that reflecting a negative. If I reflected a negative image in a 
mirror, then he would probably survive anyway. But I think if I 
reflect a positive image back to him then he’s going to do really well 
and that’s really important." 
C: “What has helped you to stop asking him about his homework?" 
S: “Well, he’s very direct. He puts everything right on the line and 
actually gets very upset with me if I’m not direct with him and he 
calls it’ playing games.’” 
If Marion were more on the institutional side of the transition, 
she might have known more about how she was important to her 
son. Also, the fact that she had trouble locating why reflecting a 
positive image might have been good also suggests that her own 
thoughts on this have not yet been fully formed. The final piece of 
this reflection illustrated that she could reflect on her parenting, 
more a function of stage four. Yet, she defined good parenting in 
terms of the responses she received from her son, not from her self 
articulated philosophy on parenting, more a function of stage three? 
Another indication that Marion was more on the side of 
interpersonalism was revealed in the following excerpt where 
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Marion claimed that she looked to her son to guide her when she did 
not feel too confident in him. 
C: “What did he make you think about?” 
S: “The fact that I had no confidence in him. The thing is, he is 
learning disabled. He has learning disabilities and the emotional 
war that I have been experiencing while he’s been in high school has 
been extremely traumatic and my anxiety around academic issues is 
very, very high. So, when he approaches something that has to do 
with exams or something that’s in the academic area...he wrote ACT 
tests last weekend and the first thing I did when he left the house 
was I called my mother and asked her to pray for him and she did. 
She got down on her knees and she prayed. But I wouldn’t have 
done that if it was C. at ail. But the thing is, I transfer that. It’s very 
evident unfortunately for H. but he’s let me know that, which I am 
very glad of also. But that’s where a lot of my anxiety and 
nervousness is around.” 
In the above section, Marion clearly demonstrated that she could 
take a larger perspective on her relationship with her son. There 
still existed, however, the element of feeling responsible for her son’s 
successes and/or failures, which is an interpersonal perspective. 
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The following excerpt uncovered a kind of enmeshment that 
Marion experienced with her teenager. 
C: “Do you have a feeling when they’re with you that you can provide 
a protection or something? It’s comfortable when you’re with them?” 
S: “I’m not sure what it was but I noticed it last year when we flew 
to Y and I hated getting on the plane, and we had to take three 
different planes to get there. It wasn’t so much the fear of dying. It 
was more... I mean, if they were on separate planes, then it would 
have been the separation of having to experience that grief...If their 
plane went down and mine didn’t but if we all died then I wouldn’t 
have to grieve. I wouldn’t have to experience the loss. It’s 
anticipating the loss, losing them.” 
C: “As I hear you talk about it, it feels like they are very much a 
part of you, inside of you, the sense that they are very much a part 
of you.” 
S: “I know, I’m afraid that’s pathologic.” 
C: “How do you see that as being pathologic?” 
S: “Well, being too enmeshed in them because I”m very aware of 
separating from them and being really independent and feeling 
comfort from being independent from them and all the benefits of 
being independent from them.. And, I enjoy them watching the 
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becoming... becoming, well, they are self-sufficient, very 
independent, very competent, and the freedom of them not 
dependent on me is all very nice too.” 
While Marion seemed to be enmeshed in her relationship with 
her son, she demonstrated a capacity to reflect on her own 
enmeshment. She could talk about the loss. She could talk about a 
process of grieving, which is an ability originating from an 
institutional structure. 
Nan 
Like Marion, Nan also demonstrated that she could reflect on 
processes within the parenting experience, an institutional ability, 
just as Marion did. In the following excerpt, Nan talked about the 
process of limit setting. 
C: “What about if P were to go, let’s say against the family system? 
What would that mean? You have some norms and so forth.” 
S: “Oh yeah, we’re pretty clear about his limits. T. helped me a lot 
with that. He, more than myself, is able to really instill a sense of 
that with P. and I just sort of am the second anchor person to just 
make sure he understands, kind of the maintenance person. But T is 
the one who really laid down the law. But you asked me for an 
example. I guess one example—I’m still really having a problem 
with when we go to a restaurant with P— when we order a glass of 
wine and he would like one too, but he’s under age. I still have a 
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problem and lately we’ve just been letting him do it because he’s 
eighteen and we just tell him he’ll take the consequence. It might be 
embarrassing, but if they card him, then that’s going to be his 
problem It still makes me feel uncomfortable though, because it’s 
like I’m playing two different roles. I’m being flaky, just sitting 
there not really making a decisison one way or the other.” 
C: “Okay. What are the two roles that you think you’re playing?” 
S: “One role is I’m just being the nice parent letting him have his 
drink and so that he can join us more and make him feel like he’s an 
adult. And I do that only because I agree with him in some ways. I 
don’t think the drinking age should be what it is, so I’m still rebelling 
against that. That’s my way of rebelling. The other role is I should 
not do that, I feel, because it goes back to that modeling thing again. 
I’m not modeling the parent who should go along with the societal 
values. But then I don’t want a conflict with him on it because I feel 
like he’s left home now; he’s over eightteen. Because when he was in 
high school, we didn’t let him do that. When we’d go out to a 
restaurant, his senior year, we never once let him have a drink. It 
was only when he graduated and left home that we started doing 
that, just to make him feel the sense of an adult. It’s so conflicting to 
me, though, because I don’t feel like we’re modeling what society 
wants us to be saying to our kid.” 
Obviously, Nan demonstrated that she could reflect on her own 
inner process of rebelling and took responsibility for the rebelling, 
which is an institutional ability. On the other hand, she 
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demonstrated an interpersonal structure of meaning-making when 
she looked to societal values to dictate what she should be modeling 
as a parent. Something external, i.e., societal values became the 
source of her self definition. In a sense, she was somewhat 
enmeshed in these values, or “subject to” these values, which were 
external values, and she did not reflect on these values in this 
interview. 
loan 
Joan spoke of being raveled up with her kids. “My kids are part 
of me.” She described an interpersonal enmeshment. Then she took 
a perspective on this enmeshment a stage four capacity. She saw 
how this enmeshment provided something for her, “ If I’m not 
honest with them, then I’m not honest with me.” 
Then I asked her: 
C: “Would you be willing to talk a little about if you didn’t do that, 
look at the other side of the coin and how it would be like if you 
chose not to be honest, what would that mean to you?” 
S: “I think it’s connected with, it feels like its all raveled up with my 
kids. My kids are part of me and so if I’m not honest with them, I’m 
not honest with me...being straight with the girls... but it’s kind of 
like, for example, when a kid asked where do they come from and 
you use some discretion on what are they really asking? How much 
do you say at this point? And going along with that, there are things 
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that at some point that I still, about myself or about my relationship 
with M. that I would like for them to know, but it’s not time for them 
to know that yet. And maybe it never will, but there are things, it’s 
not like I tell them everything, but I like, when they ask me stuff, I 
figure they want to know so I tell them. Like I remember them 
asking me about my relationship with Q and saying, “Yeah, you’re 
right. That’s the kind of relationship it is.” And sometimes that’s bad 
but it feels like it would also be lying to me if I were not honest with 
them.” 
As the interview evolved, Joan said that she chose to share with 
her daughters because “...they want to know”. In fact, Joan went to 
her daughters and to her friends to determine whether she was 
doing the right thing. 
In the next excerpt Joan defined a successful parent. She was 
aware of her own inner process, a stage four ability. 
S: “Yeah, I want to talk about success. It connects with the moved 
and touched part. I think I take my parenting different from a lot of 
people because I don’t take it for granted, like some people do 
because I don’t live with my kids. And I’m feeling very emotional 
because that’s ending too and that’s the same way, you know... 
Because F. and I are feeling things for the last time, like high school 
and...so that’s, I think when I left, I felt like I was really gambling 
my relationship with the kids. Certainly a lot of people told me that, 
real judgmental things, like my mom, F., some friends, even a friend 
said ‘We can’t see you doing this.’ And, You’re really hurting your 
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girls.’ This stuff. And they didn’t need to tell me because it was a 
big enough piece inside me that was saying, ‘Yeah, you’re really 
playing with a lot of heavy stakes here.’ I was watching for signs all 
the time— like how it was going. I can remember before I moved 
out that T. said to me, ‘You know, it seems like you’re happier with 
M. than you are with Dad,’ and that was a really nice sign for me that 
she was giving me permission and saying, ‘I recognize your right to 
your happiness.”’ 
In the final analysis Joan looked for outward signs that she was 
doing the right thing, i.e. her daughter giving her permission. 
Carol 
Carol was in conflict when she tried to decide whether she should 
leave her teenage son home alone with his girl friend. 
S: “Part of it is just imagining myself in his position and trying to 
anticipate the situation, where if he had some fears or anxieties or 
uncomfortableness, then if I were D., what would I do about it? 
Where’s my escape, where’s my out, where’s my support? On the 
other hand, what’s it feel like for L. to be here? Is it possible that 
there will be times or have there already been times where she’s felt 
trapped and uncomfortable? And she hasn’t had an excuse or 
distraction. Maybe she just needs to know she can go home early if 
she wants to, maybe she needs to know in her head, and D. needs to 
know. ‘Well, we don’t have to stay together all day long because 
Mom’s here and she can take L. home if things aren’t going well.’ So 
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it’s trying to put myself in their position and I guess it’s an unspoken 
standard that —and the way I was brought up too—I thought, ‘Was I 
ever left at home unsupervised with a boyfriend for any length of 
time?’ And I didn’t think that I ever was. And yet it didn’t bother 
me that I wasn’t. It didn’t seem like somebody was saying to me, 
‘We don’t trust you just because it just so happened that Mom and 
Dad was always there.”’ 
What dictated whether Carol was doing the right thing or not, 
what resolved the conflict, or what had authority in this situation 
was how the teenagers were feeling, not what her own sense of the 
situation was as a parent. So, although she was able to reflect on her 
parenting, she looked to the feelings of the teenagers to be the 
deciding factor. The feelings of the teenagers became the criteria for 
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assessing her parenting. Again, when Carol talked about success in 
setting limits with her daughter, the success was defined in terms of 
“...the kids got over being mad about it.” 
This is what she said: 
S: “Success. What I put down was the acceptance of the limits. I felt 
successful myself when the kids got over being mad about it and 
they were basicallly rejecting us because they thought the limits 
were stupid. When actually they still had a lot of freedom. Once 
they realized that, that they still had so much freedom, there was 
just this one little limiting factor that they had to respect. They got 
over it and I guess I felt successful because they got over it without 
any further arguing or any bad feelings.” 
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Once again she showed an ability to get some distance from the 
parenting process, i.e.t she could talk about limit setting, but she 
went to the feelings of the teenager to determine the 
appropriateness of her intervention. In the following excerpt, Carol 
held a more institutional perspective on her son. 
C: “How do you do that? How do you work that one through? When 
he says/It’s a power struggle and you know it’s coming and what 
does he do? Does he back off?” 
S: “Well, I try to give him some room. Basically it’s timing. I can 
require a change of behavior but I can’t expect it immediately. It 
won’t happen as soon as I’d like it to see that change of behavior or 
whatever to happen. I have to allow him the time and he’ll come 
around and cooperate and he’ll modify his behavior, but he’s got to 
have some of that on his terms. He’s not just going to do it for me 
because, he just can do that. He’s got to have a feeling that it’s on his 
terms too. 
Here Carol demonstrated that she was meaning-making from an 
institutional perspective in that she saw her son as psychologically 
separate from herself. 
In this transition from the interpersonal stage to the institutional 
stage, Marion, Nan, Joan, and Carol definitely demonstrated that 
they had the ability to talk about their parenting process; in other 
words, they were able to make their parenting process the object. As 
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they struggled to resolve parenting issues, however, they looked to 
others, i.e., their teenagers, and their friends to tell them what to do 
or at least to validate their decisions. They certainly could take more 
authorship for their parenting as they moved from stage three to 
stage four. Parents in this transition seem to have more of a feel for 
“the role” of parent and are not just enmeshed in the role. 
Institutional Perspectives on Parenting 
For institutional parents meanings are generated from their own 
seif- governing systems. In fact the authority for their parenting 
come through these self-governing systems, i.e. they are “subject to” 
their self-governing systems. The following seven parents 
demonstrated that they could hold multiple perspectives at once, and 
that they could see themselves as the creators of their own 
experience. 
Amy 
Amy consulted herself to come up with what was her 
philosophy on parents’ setting limits. 
S: “Part of it is I think that I have a belief about develop mentally 
kids aren’t able to handle all that choice at that age, that they need 
some guidance around what the limits are going to be. And later she 
said to me, 'I’m really glad you tell me to be in at a certain time and 
that you care that I’m doing this or I’m doing that”. She said, “You 
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know the kids from N., their parents just don’t care about them.’ I 
thought, ‘My God, something sunk in.’ ‘You know they let them do 
anything. You know they’re stoned all the time, Mom. They don’t 
care. They let their kids smoke pot in front of them.’ They swap sex 
partners so the kids are never sure who’s the father of various kids, 
and the kids all knew that, and I think they got a lot of confusing 
messages. I still see those kids in C and when you overhear snippets 
of their conversation, I think what a waste of talent. And I think 
kids need that. I don’t think they’re capable of making those choices 
and I think they need that for a sense of security, a sense, “... that 
‘there are some people here in this world who really care about me 
who care what happens to me, and care that I make some choices 
that help me to grow as a person in some plausible way’”. 
In the following excerpt, Amy demonstrated how she could take a 
perspective on her daughter’s process. Also, she had her own ideas 
about which questions her daughter should be focusing on. 
C: “Does she see herself as accomodating to his needs?” 
S: “Well actually he’s kind of accommodating more toward hers. 
He’s going to go with her wherever she goes to graduate school for a 
year, but she’s thinking about, well then in a year he’s going to go to 
law school and she may not be through her program and then what? 
Although she was very clear about what she wanted to do, I think 
she’s very assertive. So, I think she makes her needs known. But I 
think it creates tension because he has needs too, and right now I 
think it’s really hard to speak for these parents—having grown up in 
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a very different generation. I think it’s hard to accommodate to 
somebody else at twenty and I don’t think that’s what you should be 
doing at twenty. You know at twenty I think you should be doing 
‘Who am I?’ and 'How do I find myself in this world?’ and ‘How do I 
make a place for myself in this world?’ so that I go into a 
relationship feeling strong and able to be clear about who I am and 
what I need and what I can give to somebody else.” 
In the following passage Amy certainly demonstratedthat she 
saw her teenagers as psychologically separate from herself. She also 
was able to articulate more of what she thought was important in 
parenting. 
S: “She’s so...the three of us go out together and usually go and see a 
movie that C. wouldn’t want to see because it’s a woman’s movie so 
we went to see the one about the Southern women. Steel Magnolias... 
And we went out to dinner and then we saw Steel Magnolias and we 
went out afterwards to talk about the movie and just to talk and I 
remember sitting at the table with the two of them thinking, ‘God 
these guys are great.’ They are so bright and they’re so sensitive and 
I just was really proud of them. Both of them have really made 
some wonderful choices in their lives and I feel so good about the 
ongoing analysis that N. is willing to do about herself. We spend long 
times on the phone, you know, going through things, analyzing 
choices she’s making and really being critical of herself, but in a 
positive way— you know, thinking about where she wants to be with 
her life, what she wants to do with her life, how she’s going about 
getting there and it’s very powerful to hear her talk. And, I think 
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the other thing that I feel really good about is that... C and I have had 
very different parenting styles and there have been times when I 
felt that I haven’t been strong enough around some things. I think 
there were times when he sort of made the kids adhere to some real 
standards. Here I have been more likely to say, ‘Okay guys, I believe 
in you and I love you’ but not coming down as hard. I mean, I would 
say, ‘I expect you to be on the honor roll, you’re smart enough to be 
on the honor roll and this just is not acceptable.’ And I would sort of 
go, ‘Well, what are you going to do about that?’ And, wouldn’t really 
come down hard on them but I was feeling really good about the fact 
that the kids really know that, no matter what, I’ll be there and I 
think that’s important for kids to know. I knew that with my mother 
and I think that’s important for kids to know that. You know you’re 
probably going to mess up a few times but that’s part of growing and 
there isn’t anything that we can’t talk about or that we can’t work 
out. 
Kathy 
Kathy, in the following excerpt was also able to articulate for 
herself what was most important in parenting. 
C: “What you have passed down to him is very important to you. You 
have taken this job of parenting very seriously.” 
S: "That’s one of the reasons why now that I’m not doing it so much 
any more. It’s such a relief, it was probably the most serious job I’ll 
ever have other than really looking at myself but I’m only 
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responsible to myself and I felt responsible for these two children, 
for their welfare and their nurturing. And I guess nurturing is very 
important because there was a lot lacking in my own upbringing. 
There was some but there wasn’t enough and I didn’t want my 
children growing up unnurtured. I think that’s the most important 
thing whether you have hot dogs on the table every night or not. 
The nurturing is a life long thing but it’s very important, particularly 
in the teen years. It’s so easy to find everything wrong with them, to 
focus on that.” 
Kathy clearly had her own thoughts on parenting, generated from 
her own self-governing system. Also, there was the sense in her 
voice or expression of herself that she took full responsibility for her 
experience. In this next excerpt, she demonstrated that she could 
reflect on her inner processes, i.e., her emotionality, her 
intellectuality, etc. I asked: 
C: “If you had turned into that, would you feel that that was a 
reflection on you or something you had done?” 
S: “I would be disappointed that it turned out that way but I think 
I’ve always tried my hardest every stage of the game. I would 
wonder why methods might have brought something out but I would 
also realize that some people are warmer more naturally than others 
anyway. I would never give up on him but I would feel sad that he 
was missing a lot. But I saw when he was a little guy that he was 
never like that so I’ve never had to deal with that. He always had a 
real warm feeling; he was always a very loving little guy. Everybody 
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liked him and he liked everybody so I always had that in the back of 
my mind. If I had a cold child, I don’t know how I would have 
reacted. I might have felt that I was a failure. Intellectually I could 
have told myself all kinds of things, but on an emotional level, I 
would have felt like a failure. 
C: “Intellectually, what do you think you might have told yourself?” 
S: “Genetically, everybody is different. Genetically, everybody has 
different capabilities: the stress of touch, the stress of closeness, of 
intimacy. After all, he does have the father he has. All those kinds 
of things. One half of his genetic pool comes from a very distant 
setup and the other half comes from very close with some distant 
people. So I could have rationalized intellectually to explain it but on 
an emotional, truthful level, it would have been a disappointment, 
and I think I would have felt that I had failed.” 
This mother authored her own meanings of parenting and did 
not look for those meanings outside of herself. In the following 
excerpt, she talked about what she wanted and what she wanted for 
herself and her teenager. 
C: “So you’re choosing to be powerful when you’re making a strong 
stand?” 
S: “And if I’m not, I’m choosing to be a victim. And it can be as 
simple as not being powerful enough and not caring about 
somebody’s response cause it is theirs, not mine. My choice is, I 
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want to go to such and such a movie and if I back up and I’m wishy- 
washy then I’m not...to me that’s playing the victim. Then I’m not 
happy cause I’m not a part of it. My basic nature is to be right in 
there, to be part of what is really going on. One of my cousins really 
opened my eyes for me one time when he said, ‘You know, you are 
always fun because whatever we decided to do you just got in there 
and did it and had a wonderful time.’ And that was one of the nicest 
things that anybody ever said to me because I have stopped being 
that way. I make up my mind. Even if I don’t get my own way, I 
make up my mind that I’m going to have fun doing what everybody 
else wants to do even if what I want to do is 180 degrees, what they 
wanted to do, but that’s powerful. That’s where I’m at, trying to be a 
very powerful female in a positive sense. I don’t mean aggressive; I 
mean a powerful, assertive, making my own decisions in what’s best 
for me. I had trouble with being ‘selfish’ because selfish in my 
negative upbringing was a very negative thing. Whereas I’ve had to 
learn to be selfish in order to survive. It’s a very different meaning: 
One is positive and one is negative. I’ve told the kids that between 
twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three is the time for you to be 
selfish, not in a mean way, not in the rotten way, but for you to focus 
on yourself. This is your time in life. Do what you really want to do. 
Get your education, travel, do what you want in relationships. This 
is your time to really look at where you’re going because that’s 
where it’s going to start you for the rest of your life. Then you need 
to start encompassing other things also as you go along.’ I wouldn’t 
tell them that if they were selfish in the negative way.” 
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Similarities can be seen in these two sets of wants. Kathy 
wanted to make her own decisions and essentially she wanted her 
son to make his own decisions. She wanted to be assertive and she 
wanted her son to be assertive. She wanted to focus on herself and 
she wanted her son to focus on himself. In fact, her wants which 
were generated from her value system were projected onto the 
teenager. She did not make her value system object. She could not 
reflect on this value system. It was therefore projected onto her 
teenager. 
Another example of this kind of projection was found in the 
following excerpt. 
S: “It would concern me greatly because I think personal intimacy is 
a very basic thing in human existence, and if you don’t have that, 
there aren’t many options for personal relationships. You can have 
relationships where you do something with somebody, you go ski or 
something and have fun, but those aren’t things as lasting or 
satisfying from my perspective and I would like to see him...I don’t 
expect him to be someone like I., effervescent. He’s his own person. 
I would like to see him have intimate relationships with as many 
people as he feels comfortable with whether it’s two or three or 
fifteen or twenty or be able to be intimate on different levels with 
different people but not pull back and just be friendly on the surface 
and not be involved with other people’s lives, and let them into his 
life.” 
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Kathy continued to talk about what her experience would be if 
her son did not adhere to her value of intimacy and closeness with 
others. 
C: “What would be really hard if you saw him do that (pull back 
form people)?” 
S: “I’m comparing him with other people that I’ve experienced in my 
life and not wanting to have that same relationship with him that I 
have with other people because they were lacking in intimacy. I 
would be afraid that I would not like him eventually.” 
C:“Is it painful?” 
S: “Yes. If it came to the point where he was determined not to have 
that kind of relationship... he’s just going to be a... , for instance, 
materialistic or workaholic with no real contact with people, where 
he was with people but no emotional contact with people. Then I 
would feel very sad that he would be a shell of a person. Because 
the most important thing to me is to develop the person, the soul, the 
being and the jobs, the homes and acquisitions are all secondary. 
Those things are nice but if you don’t have the inner development 
and that’s sad. That’s perhaps one of the saddest things that I can 
think of.” 
In this next passage Kathy demonstrated that she could generate 
a criteria for knowing when her son had learned what she thought 
was important for him to learn. 
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C: “What clues would you get from him that would say ‘Yeah, he’s got 
it now'?” 
S: “I don’t know, I can really read him well. I guess when I see him 
relax. He’s a really relaxed person anyway but there will be 
something very deep that will be different. When you see people 
really accept something about themselves or— this is funny— this 
just clicked in— he’s always thought he was some kind of monster or 
kind of weird person because he’s had this problem and it crops up 
all the time socially because of things he can and cannot eat. When 
he really gets to accept the core of him, he’s really being okay in 
spite of this external thing that he has to work on this diet business, 
then I think there’s going to be a deep change. I think it’s all 
involved with his ego and with his self-image and as he gets older, I 
perceive it will be twenty-five to thirty, that range when he’ll really 
get it together and then I’ll know. I can’t give you anything any 
more tangible than that. It’s like when somebody really learns to 
like themselves and it doesn’t matter what they look like or what 
anybody else has said that ‘I really am okay and nothing anybody 
says or does is going to make any difference.’ That’s the kind of 
feeling I get, and it will be deep. It won’t be just up in his head.” 
Again Kathy referred to the inner life of her son and talked about 
it in a way that demonstrateed that she saw him psychologically 
separate from herself. 
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In the next excerpt, she continued to reflect on her perceptions of 
her son’s inner process. Holding her son’s process as object, as she 
did, is an ability of institutional meaning makers. 
C: “When you talk about ‘I can really read him,’ can you talk a little 
more about that? How you do that. How you feel when you do 
that? 
S: “I watch him very carefully. I look at him very carefully when he 
evades me with his eyes, when he walks away as he’s giving an 
answer, when he’s being evasive or he doesn’t want to talk about it. 
He blushes fairly readily when something is very important to him 
or very painful. His body language is very clear to me and I know 
when his feelings are hurt. I know when he’s embarrassed. I know 
when he’s angry. He’s very easy to read. His eyes tell a lot and his 
posture. I have a concern about him having trouble with personal 
intimacy. Because of the divorce, he learned how to pull himself off 
a lot and just function in his own little world and doesn’t necessarily 
relate in an intimate manner. I know his feelings are there but he’s 
always bitten his tongue. He hasn’t done it quite so much in the past 
two years so I’m hoping that isn’t going to be a problem for him and, 
in time, with the right relationships and so forth, he will understand 
the personal intimacy and really be a good communicator.” 
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Pam 
Pam also was able to reflect on her own perceptions of her son’s 
inner process. In the following passage she talked about how she 
and her son are different. 
C: “What do you think that is? It’s like clearly, it’s very clear to you 
the importance and value in the satisfaction that comes from 
mapping out your day, being organized, and clearly here is someone 
that chooses not to do that sometimes. Do you think there is any 
learning in that, some frustration in that maybe...?” 
S: “On my part. I’m not so sure on U.’s part. I don’t think U. is 
sensitive to that. I’m sure he’s not. Again, I think, it’s a matter of 
we’re talking about a forty-year old woman who is running a house 
as compared to a seventeen-year old kid that is just beginning, a 
seventeen year old boy. I think there is a difference. I hate to be 
sexist but I do believe that there is a difference between the way 
that girls think and the way that boys think. I think he’s just getting 
ready to get started and I also think that right now U. is really scared 
about what’s coming up. He’s got to be because he keeps avoiding ail 
the things that need to be done and I think, more so that D. was. I 
think that D. could hardly wait to get started and I think that U. is a 
little bit nervous. He’s had some positive strokes academically and 
he’s had some put downs academically that I think make him very 
scared about college.” 
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In this excerpt, Kathy illustrated how she saw her son as 
psychologically separate from herself. She demonstrated this even 
further in the following passage. 
C: “Is that kind of what the rub is?” 
S: "Yeah, I think so. I guess I get angry that I have to plan my time 
so carefully and so well and every moment is accountable. There’s 
not a lot of time in there for leisure time for relaxing, and that might 
be the difference between being a parent and not being a parent. I 
think there are responsibilities that require the use of your time well 
in order to get...if you’ve established how you want the house run 
and how you want your life run, there’s not a lot of time every day 
for just relaxing and I guess my frustration is that I see U. doing a lot 
of relaxing and not a whole lot of working. We’re apt to bump on 
that.” 
C: “What do you imagine his reality is like when he’s relaxing and 
doing what he’s doing there? If you were in his shoes walking 
around, if you were U. what might the world look like, or what 
might you be feeling or who, what do you imagine...?’’ 
S: "I’m not sure I can put myself in his shoes. I’m not sure that I 
can because U’s been a mystery to me for a long time. I’ve not been 
able to anticipate...he surprises the daylights out of me sometimes 
with some of his deep thoughts. I just don’t realize that he’s having 
them and we’re not a real talkative family so those kinds of things 
get lost because we’re not. And we have those kinds of 
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conversations. It’s exciting and I thoroughly enjoy them, but I don’t 
think I could ever put myself in U.’s shoes and know how he was 
viewing the world.” 
C: “Let me see if I’m hearing this correctly. It sounds like there is 
some frustration for you in that not knowing maybe what it’s like for 
him sometimes.” 
S: “Oh yeah, and parenting...at least I would always like my 
experience to benefit the kids, and they’re not always receptive to 
that. They’re going to want to learn it on their own and I know that. 
Maybe that’s why we’re not the strong, talkative family because I’m 
not wanting to push my feeling on them, let them have their own 
feeling, have their own thoughts, ready to share anytime.” 
In the following passage Pam demonstrated how she could make 
her role as parent an object, i.e., she could reflect on her parenting 
process. 
C: “Can you talk a little bit about how you see parenting and the kind 
of control that you think is important in...or the kind of control that’s 
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been important to you in your parenting. What does that mean to 
you?” 
S: “Control?” 
C: “Yeah, as a parent? What’s made up in that for you?” 
S: “That ‘s a tough one because I have not felt comfortable with that 
since the kids have become teenagers. I’ve felt as if I’ve been 
inconsistent, sometimes expecting more out of them expecting them 
to be more sensitive to me and I don’t think we’ve ever put 
limitations on the kids. I think what we have done is made things 
available for them without limitation. Whether that’s good parenting 
or bad parenting, I’m not sure. Maybe it’s the easy parenting. To be 
a controlling parent takes a lot of energy and a lot of consistency and 
I also don’t want to have little molds that I put my children into and 
pop out a “little goody” at the other end. That was never my 
intention as a parent. I like letting them make choices but I don’t 
like the choices they make sometimes. That’s where it’s been tough 
because their choices would not have been my choices.” 
C: “Let me see if I understand. It seems like, in your parenting, 
what is most essential is what is inside and what’s happening inside.” 
S: “Absolutely. That’s I guess what I’ve tried to do as a parent is be 
the role model, maybe, but have expectations and make things 
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available to the kids, but let them make the choices. And if their 
choice is to be a couch potato, then they are going to be a couch 
potato. If their choice is to participate and do things, then I would 
back them up 100%. Anytime that they have been positive about 
doing something, I’ve always wanted to be right there and give them 
the support that they need, be it financial support, or emotional 
support.” 
C: “As you talk, it seems to me that you have a real clear sense 
within yourself of what is you and what is them.” 
S: “I know that I’m going to be living with me for quite a while and 
my guys aren’t going to always be here and I have to be comfortable 
with what I’m doing. I’ve had my first eighteen years with the kids 
and things are changing right now, dramatically, to the point where 
my parenting role is a whole lot different. Like you said, at this 
point, if you haven’t accomplished with your kids what you had 
hoped to, there isn’t much chance that you’re going to do anything 
more. The relationship is going to be totally different. I don’t want 
to be a disciplinarian with my twenty-five year old kid.” 
C: “Let me ask you something. Would you think, given that U. and D. 
are clearly their own persons and distinct from you, and maybe- as 
you think about the rub with them, and being more organized and 
the frustration in that, as you step back and look at that, as you’re 
looking at the frustration, is there any kind of learning in that 
personally?” 
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S: “Yes, I’ve learned to be more tolerant, a lot more tolerant, not 
easily. It would be real easy for me to be a difficult person to live 
with until they fit into my mold. Again, I don’t have the desire to do 
that ... I just don’t want to do that to kids, I want them to be their 
own person. If I can’t get through the bedroom door because of the 
junk on the floor and I hate it, it’s their room and all I ask for is the 
dirty clothes on the day I do laundry.” 
C: “Let me pursue something. Let’s suppose we were looking at the 
other side of the coin and let’s say you were pushing them and you 
were trying to put them into a mold. What would that then mean to 
you?” 
S: “I don’t even like to even think about doing that because it’s very 
uncomfortable to think about molding kids. I like to guide them but 
not mold them.” 
C: “Can you talk about the difference between those two things?” 
S: “To me, molding is making exactly like what you want and you’re 
working with a spirit that is different. Each kid is different. To 
make them into something that you want eliminates the opportunity 
for them to do their own special thing. To do that to a kid would kill 
their spirit and I couldn’t do that to a kid. I just couldn’t do that. To 
guide them would be more just setting examples of what is 
important to me and they either buy into it or ignore it, whatever 
their choice is, and I’m not ever going to know how my examples 
influenced or didn’t influence their lives until they become much 
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more adult than they are right now. I’m looking for things that are 
really adult behavior as opposed to kid behavior.” 
Here Pam presented a clear picture of her philosophy of 
parenting and the source of this philosophy was herself. She 
described what was most essential in parenting. She elaborated on 
her “guiding versus molding” philosophy. 
Finally Pam underlined something that she personally valued, 
namely learning to play an instrument well, and talked about her 
pleasure in seeing her son reach this goal. 
S: “I want to go to something successful. I was really pleased when 
D. was in the sixth grade. He was recognized as a student in the band 
who had made the most progress in one year. He had caught up and 
surpassed kids who had been in the band for a couple of years. That 
was one of the few times that he had gotten recognized for an 
accomplishment and it was something that was important to me 
because I’ve always felt that musical achievement is a really special 
thing. Not to be outstanding but to just be able to accomplish 
something on an instrument. I think that’s really a very important 
thing for kids. It goes beyond academic and it’s something you can 
enjoy yourself for the rest of your life as much as skiing and tennis 
and any of the other extra curricular things. And, I’ve always felt 
that if you can accomplish it in music, that’s really wonderful. My 
success for U. was the thing with the guitar. I just --I thought that 
that summer he spent there with B. was just phenomenal. I was 
very pleased, although, you’ve asked me a couple of times if he’s 
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shared any of that with us and he really hasn’t and I think he 
probably has such high standards for himself that he’s not going to 
share it until he really feels successful himself. He says, ‘I’m still 
learning, I’m still trying, I’m still working at it.’ I found he will more 
often be practicing up in the living room when I come home from 
school rather than down in his room where it’s more private. So I 
think he’s gradually beginning to share it...” 
Pam elaborated on why she valued musical accomplishment and 
then she was able to take a perspective on her son, a perspective 
that was separate from her relationship with him. In other words 
characteristic of stage four meaning-making, she was not embedded 
in her relationship with her son but instead could reflect on it. 
Mary 
Mary, like Pam, valued providing choices for her teenagers. In the 
following excerpt, she articulated this value. 
C: “So one of the things... let me see if I heard this right. One of the 
things you want underlined in parenting is giving the choice, the 
practice of choice?” 
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S: “Yeah. I’ve always valued that. I wanted to trust them around 
that and feel like they knew or they would know, I don’t have to be 
so controlling.” 
C: “You don’t have to do to them what was done to you?” 
S: “Right. But I think sometimes, in hindsight, I don’t think it was so 
much an issue of not being controlling. I think it’s more the 
dilemma of providing them enough structure which isn’t the same as 
being controlling. Things like just being home enough so that when 
they got home somebody was there to make sure the T.V. doesn’t get 
switched on. There is some food that’s prepared, or they’ve put in a 
couple of hours in homework. That didn’t always happen or if I went 
out in the evening, there would be somebody else there who again 
was making sure that things were secure. That didn’t always happen. 
Maybe there were babysitters but there is a question in my mind if 
maybe partly because of the economic pressure, maybe there 
weren’t babysitters often enough or long enough for, maybe that was 
hard for the kids. Maybe the older ones were watching H. too soon. 
I don’t know. I’m not sure. But I wanted them to have a choice and 
I wanted them to feel that we could talk to each other. I wanted 
there to be a deep trust between us. Those are the things that were 
important. I wanted them to be able to not be what I thought they 
should be but to get in touch with who they were and make choices 
according.” 
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Mary also could define what she thought was important in 
parenting, e.g., enough structure. She reflected on what might have 
been missing for herself as a teenager. She underlined the 
importance of her teenagers making their own choices. She 
continued generating her own ideas about parenting in this next 
passage. 
S:...(B)eing open and being angry, and being open and being angry, 
my only real concern for him right now is I feel that I can tolerate, or 
it’s Okay, that opening and closing—it’s that some of the acting out 
could really make the quality of his life. He could be in big trouble 
and that’s very scary. I don’t want to lose my son on that level and 
it feels like it could be that and I also don’t want to see him suffer in 
his life because of that. So I hope that whatever he needs in his life 
right now he’s going to be able to get and that, somehow in 
parenting, I’ll be able to support him in that. He was also able to 
say to C that- -and C asked him in a number of ways— in different, 
‘Why did you do this?’ And he said that maybe he wanted to get 
caught. It doesn’t seem that he knows why but he would say that it 
is good and there is probably some truth to it. And now it feels like 
trying to face the unknown but that’s probably better than not. 
Mary talked about her son opening and closing. She seemed to 
have a perspective on his process and was not embedded in it. In 
the following passage, was able to articulate what was most 
important in parenting her son. She said: 
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S: ‘“...And now H’” ‘Well,’ I said, ‘Are you going to call C. and talk to 
him more?’ And C. needed to go away and do some activity thing so 
he won’t see him this weekend and H. is sort of angry and hurt and 
said, ‘Well, I don’t know if I’ll talk to him.’ On some levels, there’s a 
part of me that I feel like what he gets from C. is very good and I’m 
grateful for that. I don’t know how he’s going to resolve in terms of 
himself and T. Maybe there is something that he needs as a person 
and a young male that maybe he gets with his relationship with this 
male counselor. And all I can do is try to provide a setting and 
encouragement in that direction but I do believe in my heart that’s 
valuable and important.” 
Tom 
In the following passage Tom demonstrated that he could 
articulate his own philosophy of parenting. He also demonstrated 
that he could reflect on his own inner process and on what he 
perceived to be the projections of other parents. 
C: “What do you mean, could you talk a little bit about that?” 
S: “The little league hang up is what I call it. These people get all 
strung out because their kid doesn’t do well in the baseball team. I 
think that’s a hideous use of the kid. It’s totally unfair to the kid to 
project his parent’s own shortcoming onto this kid. The parent may 
not have done well but they figure, ‘We’re going to throw everything 
into this kid and this kid is going to make it where I’ve failed.’ 
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Maybe not a conscious thing on the parents’ parts but I feel that it 
does happen.” 
C: “What is the worse part of that for you when you see that 
happen?” 
S: “The kid has unrealistic expectations put on him and he may be 
pushed into an area that they may not want: to become an engineer 
instead of a artist or something like that. I think that’s totally unfair 
to the kid. I think a person is a unique individual, aspirations, tastes, 
unique things that they get satisfaction out of and I don’t think it’s 
fair of the parent to say, ‘I think you would do well in this area and 
I’m going to force you to do this whether you want it or not.’ I guess 
in a sense I have a little bit of that since...when we were overseas 
and I was applying for colleges, my father never mentioned that 
there were anything besides Harvard, Yale, Cornell, MIT. I never 
knew there was anyting else available. So, in that sense, I think I 
was a little bit pressured to go to a high powered place. I think I 
would have been happier elsewhere. So, in the same sense, as far as 
R. goes, we didn’t presssure him to go to a high powered school, 
although I think X is pretty high powered. If he had told us he 
wanted to go to Y we wouldn’t have kicked up too much of a fuss...I 
guess in that sense I’m personally rebelling against the parents that 
pushed me into a high powered college. Not that they had failed 
particularly. They went to a high powered college and so they felt 
that I should too. I didn’t want to do that to R. because I was most 
unhappy in college. I had a miserable four years. Now that I look 
back on it and if I had transferred somewhere else a little bit bigger 
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school, I would have been much better. I’m glad that he’s his own 
unique person. I felt very strongly in making sure that he knew 
that- -that he could make his own choices. 
Tom clearly demonstrated here that he could generate his own 
opinions and beliefs about appropriate parenting. 
Jay 
Jay also articulated his beliefs on parenting. He also made special 
reference to the importance of teenagers making their own decisions. 
S: "I think it was really important for me that he make a decision 
around that he knew where I stood and he still had some. I don’t 
know what I would have done if he’d come back and said, ’Well, I’m 
going to go anyway.’ I think I would have stayed with my conviction 
but it was very important that he came back to me and said, ’Okay, 
I’m not going. I’ve decided you’re right. It’s too bad out there.’ It 
was important.” 
C: “And that was important. Can you talk a little about what that 
meant to you?” 
S: “I really feel strongly about people in general making their own 
decisions about things and, even more specific in particular, my own 
kids making decisions about things. Whether the decision is right or 
whether it’s wrong, they take control of a situation and have the 
decison making power and also see some of the reasons why they 
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have made the decision. ‘I’m going to do this because of this, this 
and this.’ It’s very important to me as a person, not just as a parent. 
It’s something that probably a lot of people get antsy with me in my 
teaching because I leave a lot of that stuff lying around and it’s 
‘...Okay, you’ve got to decide which direction you’re going in here. 
These are the guidelines and you’ve got to make some decisons with 
this.’” 
Jay’s son taking control of a situation was central to Jay’s idea 
that his son learn to make decisions for himself. Jay could reflect on 
this process and on why he valued this process. He continued: 
S: “For me, I get frustrated with people, somewhat worried about 
them.” 
C: “Because why?” 
S: “Because of my strong feeling that it’s really important that they 
learn how to do that and I’ve got to work harder in it as a teacher to 
show them ways to do that--that are important so that they begin to 
learn how to do that. They develop that skill. So I search for more 
and more ways to put them into those situations where, maybe I 
made the situation too hard for them and there wasn’t enough there 
that I did to show them they could take control of this and they 
could do it. I need to step back and figure out how do I do that with 
them so that they can, so that they...practice and they feel safe in 
doing that and I’m not going to, you know it’s the old carrot, and say 
‘...Okay it’s your decision. Go ahead and do it.’ And they do it and 
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you go, ‘Bang’, hit them over the head. Because I think that’s what 
has happened to them. So they say, ‘Hell, I’m not going to make the 
decision, because I’m going to get clobbered with this.’ So I try then, 
myself, to make that situation be a place where it’s safe to do that, 
that I’m gong to listen with reason. And it’s always hard for me. 
Where is the line. Where am I going to become parent. Where am I 
going to become teacher of this group? 
In this last passage, Jay articulated further why people become 
discouraged with decision-making. He could reflect on this process in 
others. He also articulated the intrapersonal challenges for himself 
when helping his son make good decisions. 
Perry 
Perry reflected on the importance of fostering trust in parenting. 
He looked to himself for generating meaning around this issue which 
is typical of the institutional perspective of parenting. 
C: “Can you talk a little more about how you think you’ve fostered 
trust with them? I know that’s a tough question.” 
S: “How do you do that? I think you begin by being honest with our 
kids. If you told them a bunch of lies and they found out about it, 
then that’s ail you’re going to get back. If you can examine what 
you’ve done with our kids as being honest and forthright with some 
conviction and some determination and they realize in their 
relationship with you that you always held that as a rule, then kids, I 
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believe, tend to pick up on those types of things, although you may 
think you don’t see it very often. And I think, sometimes, they test 
those rules and they’ll do something other than your example to see 
what your limits are, how you feel about it, and how they feel about 
themselves when they do those things.” 
By describing what his teenagers might do in relation to his 
parenting, Perry demonstrated above that he could see his teenagers 
independent of his relationship with them. In the following passage, 
he also demonstrated that he could generate strategies for dealing 
with confrontations. Generating strategies is also chacteristic for 
stage four meaning-makers. I asked him: 
C: “How did you learn that kids need this?” 
S: “You don’t learn. You develop it. If you’re sensitive to your kids, 
I don’t think you can help but be sensitive to your kids. You find out 
as a parent what seems to work and what seems to leave you with a 
bad taste, a bad feeling about what went on. Confrontations 
sometimes can sometimes give you, well, ‘we finally resolved that’. 
Or, confrontations can leave you with a feeling that, ‘It’s too bad that 
we can never get over this hurdle to resolve this situation.’ Once 
your understanding develops about their personalities and how they 
respond, it sets up avenues for you to follow, that you wind up 
getting to a better understanding mutually quicker without 
alienation or confrontation. I come to it from a technical background 
as an engineer where a lot of the work I have to do involves doing 
and building technical things and using logic to a solution and I can’t 
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set that aside when I’m at home. And sometimes we get so involved 
emotionally at home that you take a giant step back and say, ‘Come 
on, let’s look at the facts. What we’re talking about? How significant 
is this to what we’re talking about? And more often than not, you 
find you have a heavy emotion playing in a situation rather than a 
lot of logic. So I try to bring logic into it when I can because 
sometimes that’s a moderator that can bring both sides to see the 
light. And I say both sides, sometimes, again I don’t parent alone. I 
rely heavily on my team member and principle, my wife, as being 
more often than not the senior director as to what we’re going to do, 
many times. O.’s closer to it so she can sense things before I do only 
because she has more time with the association, closer... I don’t have 
as much time with it as 0. does, so I depend on her to help steer us 
as to what we’re doing and a lot of times she will need my support, 
and I feel she’ll get it under any situation. But I try to bring logic 
into it and sometimes in an emotional situation, sometimes emotions 
aren’t ready for logic so I have to be careful with that too. 
Invariably, if 0. and U. are having a discussion that needs some 
moderation, I am more than willing to provide the high points of 
both sides so that they can taik and understand each other better by 
a third party. And, I do it carefully, so that my hat doesn’t come 
down around my ears.” 
In the following passage, he reflected on what parenting would be 
like as his teenagers grew older. Again, he was not subject to his role 
as parent but could reflect on it. 
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S: “...(T)here’s still things to bring to that relationship as a parent, 
now that the kids are over being kids. They can come and, in a more 
mature way, associate to the point of absorbing new values and 
nuisances that they may never have developed before. So I 
anticipate that we’re still going to have as parents a lot to share with 
our kids. We just haven’t gotten there yet. It’s hard to provide a 
full relationship as mature adults with kids. You can’t do that. 
They’re not ready for that and they don’t give you time anyway. I 
think that we’ll just take on a new realm as parenting, if you will. I 
haven’t thought much about it. I think the relationships that we’ve 
developed are going to be great as we go on.” 
Amy, Kathy, Pam, Mary, Tom, Jay, and Perry gave us glimpses 
into how institutional parents make meaning of their parenting 
experiences. These meanings characterize parents who can 1) 
operate psychologically separate from their teenagers; 2) reflect on 
inner processes, both their own and that of others, i.e., their 
teenagers; 3) hold multiple perspectives at once and reflect on 
them.; 4) reflect on their relationship with their teenager. 5) reflect 
on their role as parent; 6) generate criteria to assess their own 
parenting; and 7) generate strategies and game plans for dealing 
with their teenagers. 
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Institutional/Interindividual 
Perspectives on Parenting 
Although these parents operate from their own self-governing 
system characteristic of stage four, they also begin questioning that 
system. A kind of opening to other systems or ways of being or 
seeing starts to happen. Parents operating from this transitional 
position use learning to enrich their own theory or system of 
meaning-making. They can reflect on the limitations of their own 
system. As these parents move a bit further into this transition they 
can construct a psychological context for reconstructing their system 
or theory. They locate themselves within a continuing interaction 
between and among different systems. 
Perrv 
In the following passage, Perry demonstrated how he attempted 
to step back from a situation to understand it. In talking about 
anger, he said: 
S: “I think, well, the anger is an emotional involvement again, 
where as a parent, I’m trying to think of the last time I really got 
angry at a kid or person. I guess more often than not, I try very 
hard to evaluate what’s the situation that occurred. Why did it really 
happen? Let me understand the situation and maybe I won’t be 
angry. So I typically, and so often in my work situation, I have 
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situations that come up that I could get really angry at, but if I 
concentrate on it more and understand why something happened, it 
takes the anger out. It deflates it. Because if you can understand 
how someone else worked on it, you then- -you don’t have to be 
angry about it and then you can talk about it.” 
This excerpt suggested a kind of opening to another’s system or 
to another way of doing something. More probing would have to 
take place, however, about why this understanding was important to 
him to know just how much he was actually opening. In the 
following passage, Perry talked about a parenting event in such a 
way that he demonstrated that he looked to learn from such an 
event. Parents embarking on this transition seek learnings to enrich 
their meaning-making system. I said to him: 
C: “There seems to be, as you talk about your experiences, a feeling 
of-- a sense of welcoming things as they have come along?” 
S: “Yeah, some are more welcome than others but that’s true. Even a 
bad experience isn’t all bad. Just because a kid loses control of the 
van up on Route 15 and winds up in snow bank and has to get pulled 
out by a wrecker, doesn’t mean that it’s a bad experience, because 
he’ll have respect for the turn next time. So, you look on both sides 
of it and say, ‘Well, what happened?’ And what happpened is the kid 
got delayed and ate into his personal time. He was going to go 
skiing.” 
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Jay 
In the following excerpt, Jay certainly seems to be open to his son 
doing something in a different way. Why he might be open to his 
son’s way is still not clear, however. He began by talking about 
anger. 
S: “... (I)t’s not a deep seated anger; it’s more of a concern. I really 
want him to, he wants to go to school and he didn’t do well on his 
first SAT’s. So I went and bought him some stuff to study and the 
SAT’s are coming up in March or something again and he’s going to 
take them. And he hasn’t done anything about it and my anger is 
partly around, ‘That’s not the way you’re supposed to do that.’ This 
is me talking to myself. ‘You don’t do it that way. You do it the 
way that I do it.’ ‘Well, how do you do it?’ I study every night and 
on a consistent basis, outline things, and I’m very careful about it, 
and he needs to do that. So I watch, maybe he doesn’t need to do 
that. Yeah, he does need to do that. It’s the kind of thing that’s going 
on and on. The point that I’m at now is that even if I make him do 
that, it’s not going to work. He’s got to do it his way and there might 
be a penalty for it but I’ve got enough trust in him and I’ve seen this 
now with my other children that they learned something by not 
doing it, not particularly in my way but not doing it in a way that 
way that was good enough to get the grade that they needed or get 
done what they needed to do. And that’s probably, you know, with 
him being a third child I’ve learned a lot about hanging out long 
enough and say, ‘Okay’, and not blowing up around it, and say, 
“Okay...it’s going to be a tough year next year if you didn’t get to go 
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to school and you’ll have to do something else,’ and I’ll need to 
support that. I also need to be very clear with him that there’s 
different ways of behaving to prevent that and not to hit him over 
the head with my life. Just because it worked for me doesn’t mean it 
will work for him.” 
Trusting his son and his son’s process seems to be at the growing 
edge of his meaning-making. 
C: “What do you think leads you to wanting to do that, to supporting 
something that initially....?” 
S: “I think it’s partly how I feel about myself personally and my 
interactions with people is that I want to be listened to. I want to 
be suppported and many times I find people not listening, not 
supporting before I think that they’ve even heard anything that I’ve 
had to say. Five to ten sentences into something and you find that 
you’re not getting any kind of response from a person around 
something that you care a lot about and start thinking about that and 
saying if they’re doing that to me, I’m probably doing that to others 
also. That there’s times when I’m not hearing exactly what I want to 
hear from a person so I turn off and not listening any more and I 
give a signal back to the person, and I need to practice that.” 
Jay seemed to be looking at the limitations of his own system. He 
continued: 
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S: “ I need to listen. I need to not make the judgments so quickly 
that this is a bad idea specifically with him...I need to listen more 
about what it is he wants to do and why he wants to do it and I also 
have to give him some kind of help in spelling that out better so that 
he has more convincing arguments about things. Because he does 
care deeply about things and he thinks a little bit those arguments 
will come out and he will be more and more convincing, not only to 
me but to himself about things that he wants to do. So that’s been 
important. As I sat here listening with care about what he wants to 
do.” 
C: “What do you find are some of the consequences of doing that?” 
S: “Of listening?” 
C: “Yeah.” 
S: “There’s a couple. One, you get yourself in a place where, ‘Oh, 
shit, how did I get here? Why did I say let him do this?’ Because 
the arguments are good and then or you believe him and say, ‘Oh, 
you’re going to let him go do that?’ 'Yeah, we said we’re going to let 
him go do that.’ So I get myself in a place where, I don’t think I get 
terribly anxious about it but I realize that I’m not in control as much 
as I’d like to be with some of the things that he’s going to do but I 
have to trust. And so I think it’s a building of trust situation. 
Sometimes it’s absolutely wonderful because it turns out to be 
someting that I’m really glad he thought of that. I’d wished I’d 
thought of that kind of thing for him to do. So it’s very pleasurable. 
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But lots, I would say more than often, it’s ‘Oh-oh. We’ve opened up 
something that maybe we didn’t need to open up.’” 
Perry demonstrated that he can trust his son to come up with a 
plan even though that plan may not look like a plan Jay would come 
up with. In fact, it is pleasurable for him when his son does this, 
yet it is also anxiety provoking. To establish certainly that Jay is in 
this transition, I would need to do more probing to understand why 
trusting his son in situations was so important to him. 
In summary, Jay and Pery were in the midst of transition; they 
were moving from the institutional to the interindividual stage. Each 
exhibited an openness, a willingness to learn, a desire to understand. 
Trusting their teenagers were important processes for them both. 
Both Jay and Perry asked the question “why”? many times. This 
suggests that they were wanting to look from a wider perspective 
than their own belief system. 
These excerpts are particularly significant in that they reveal 
what parents are “subject to”, i.e. what has authority in their 
parenting, and what they hold as object, i.e. what they can reflect on 
and take responsibility for. In the following chapter the implications 
of identifying what is “subject” and what is “object” in parents’ 
meaning-making structures will be discussed especially in relation to 
parent education programs and parenting interventions. 
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Chapter 5 
IMPLICATIONS OF FINDINGS 
Parents construct meaning around their parenting 
experiences in distinct ways. Implications emerge in light of these 
findings. Conclusions, too, can be drawn. In this final chapter, I will 
show how distinct ways of meaning-making, different levels of 
development, define specific kinds of enmeshment present in 
parents. Then I will discuss four ways in which identification of the 
enmeshment can be useful to helping professionals. I will then 
present a new context for parent education programs, one which 
incorporates both content from all the parent education programs 
discussed in Chapter 1 and Kegan’s theory of “the evolving self.” 
Usefulness in Identifying 
Specific Kinds of Enmeshment 
Webster defines “enmeshment” as “to catch, as in a net, 
entangle.” How appropriate, for in reviewing the interviews, I was 
looking to see where the parents got caught, where they were unable 
to take a perspective on something or where they were unable to 
differentiate from their teenagers. Imperial parents, who were 
needs-enmeshed, were caught in the net of their own needs. 
Interpersonal parents, who were relationship-enmeshed, were 
caught in the net of their own relationships. Institutional parents, 
who were system-enmeshed, were caught in the net of 
theirmeaning-making system. For parents who were in a transition, 
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more than one kind of enmeshment was present. 
For example imperial/interpersonal structural material reflected 
needs-enmeshment and some relationship-enmeshment. 
Interpersonal/institutional parents reflected some relationship- 
enmeshment and some system-enmeshment. Although enmeshment 
implies a kind of “caughtness,” it also points to the presence of a net, 
i.e., the needs, relationships, self-governing system of the parents. 
Within these nets, the parents found meaning and validation. 
Affirmation of “the self” was operating via these nets. As well, if 
parents were moving from one net to the next, if they were 
tranistioning from one stage to the next, they would need the 
environment to be particulary affirming and validating during this 
transition: hence the presence of two nets. 
Helping professionals could use enmeshment information in four 
ways, which is outlined on the chart on the following page. 
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NEEDS- RELATIONSHIP- SYSTEM- 
ENMESHED ENMESHED ENMESHED 
PARENTS PARENTS PARENTS 
SOURCE 
OF 
AUTHORITY 
THEIR NEEDS 
AND WANTS 
THEIR RELATIONSHIPS 
WITH THEIR TEENAGERS 
THEIR SELF 
GOVERNING 
iSYSTEMS 
LANGUAGE 
TO BE USED 
BASED IN 
CONCRETE 
BASED IN SHARED 
THOUGHTS &. 
BASED IN 
PROCESSES & 
TERMS FEELINGS PATTERNS 
PROJECTION 
OF 
RESPONSIBILITY 
OF NEEDS 
AND 
W ANTS 
OF 
THOUGHTS 
AND FEELINGS 
OF 
SELF- 
GOVERNING 
SYSTEM 
LEVEL OF A.L. • A.L *• A.L *•* 
MASTERY LEVELING* LEVELING** LEVELING*** 
L. S. * L.S. *• L.S. **• 
C.R * C.R. ** C.R. *** 
•MINIMUM 
•* MEDIUM 
•••MAXIMUM 
The Enmeshment Chart 
Figure 5.1 
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First of all, when the enmeshment is identified in parents, the 
source of the authority for the parenting is easily located. In fact, 
the parents determine whether they are doing the right thing or not 
from their needs, their relationships, or their self-governing systems. 
For example, needs-enmeshed parents like Emily and Sam allow 
their needs to dictate the parenting. A Relationship-enmeshed 
parent like Melinda allows her relationship with her daughter to 
dictate the parenting. Marion, Nan, Joan, and Carol, who are 
relationship/system enmeshed parents, derive the authority for their 
parenting from both their relationships with their teenagers and 
from their own self-governing systems. Amy, Kathy, Pam, Mary, 
Tom, Jay, and Perry all derive the authority for their parenting from 
their own self-governing systems. 
Secondly, once the source for the authority of the parenting has 
been discerned, then helping professonals can choose a language to 
match that source. For example, if the authority for parenting is in 
the parents’ needs, then helping professionals can speak in terms of 
those needs. If the authority for the parenting is in the relationship 
then the helping professonals can speak in terms of the relationship. 
Helping professionals can target their language towards the heart of 
the meaning-making. 
Thirdly, by identifying the specific kind of enmeshment, helping 
professionals can anticipate what the parents might project onto 
their teenagers. Parents cannot take responsibility for, and thus 
project onto their teenagers, whatever they are enmeshed in. For 
example, needs-enmeshed parents are likely to project their needs 
onto their teenagers and make these teenagers responsible for the 
parents’ needs. In the same way, relationship-enmeshed parents are 
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likely to project the responsibility for their relationships onto their 
teenagers, and so forth. These projections can actually help target 
goals for personal growth and development. In other words, by 
identifying projections, helping professionals can help parents 
assume responsibility for that which they are projecting. For 
example, needs-enmeshed parents can work on taking responsibility 
for their own needs. Relationship-enmeshed parents can work on 
taking responsibility for their relationships. 
Finally, when the particular enmeshment is identified the actual 
parameters for developing specific kinds of skills for parenting are 
defined. I will review four areas of skill development in parenting in 
the context of these different kinds of enmeshments: using 
empathetic response and active listening; communicating inner 
process and leveling; conflict resolution and problem solving; and, 
limit setting. 
Using Empathetic Response and Active ListeningCA.L.) 
Empathizing is a process that requires that parents internalize the 
opinions of the teenagers. Here the parents must imagine what it is 
like from the teenagers’ points of view. As my interviews illustrated, 
needs enmeshed parents were not be able to do this. They focused 
more on the external, i.e., the behaviors of their teenagers. They 
could not bring the thoughts and feelings of their teenagers inside 
and hold them. Relationship enmeshed parents were able to 
empathize but got caught as they were stepping into that experience. 
The “caughtness” took the form of not being able to differentiate 
their experience from that of their teenager. These parents, in fact, 
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could understand the feelings of their teenager but had difficulty 
allowing their teenagers to have their feelings if they were different 
from the parents’ feelings. As these parents empathized, they 
derived their feelings from their teenagers. As system enmeshed 
parents empathized, they could differentiate between their own 
thoughts and feelings and those of their teenagers. This implies that 
these parents could be understanding of their teenagers’ experiences. 
Sometimes, however, these parents got caught in their own systems 
or their respective standards. Their own systems generated 
standards that they then wanted their teenagers to live up to instead 
of allowing the teenagers to generate their own standards. 
Most of the parent education programs underline the importance 
of using empathetic responses with teenagers. Specifically, the 
programs refer to developing the skill of active listening or attentive 
listening. This activity is centered on the ability to empathize. The 
following is an example of a typical active listening exercise used in 
such programs. 
Instructions: 
A. Clear your mind of all your own concerns and worries and see if 
you can prepare yourself to welcome the words, feelings, and 
meanings of your teenager. 
B. Listen to what your teenager is describing. See if you can 
recreate in your mind’s eye the picture that your teenager is trying 
to paint for you. 
C. Just listen. Don’t talk. If you are tempted to talk about your own 
experiences and thoughts, don’t. Stay with what your teenager is 
describing. 
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D. Listen for meanings. 
E. Ask clarifying questions. 
F. Give back to the sharer what you have heard. 
This exercise would be very dificult for needs enmeshed parents, 
particulary instruction B. Needs enmeshed parents could not 
internalize the viewpoints of their teenagers. These parents most 
likely would end up talking about and describing what they wanted 
to see happen. So, the exercise might be valuable for the parents in 
that they themselves might get clearer about what they wanted, but 
unfortunately, the needs of the teenagers would probably be ignored. 
Relationship-enmeshed parents could do well in understanding 
the thoughts and feelings of the teenagers, but they would 
experience some distress if the teenagers began describing feelings 
and thoughts that were different from their own. If they perceived 
their teenagers’ feelings to be different than their own, then the 
harmony of the relationships would be threatened and that is the 
core problem area for the relationship-enmeshed parents. They 
would certainly struggle to understand how their teenagers came to 
put meanings together for themselves. Also, these parents would 
have trouble in holding back from talking about their own 
experiences. Since their meanings are co-created with their 
teenagers, these parents would struggle with separating out what 
they felt or thought from what their teenagers thought and felt. 
Also, it would be difficult for these parents to repeat what they had 
just heard to their teenagers. Instead they might get stuck talking 
about their own feelings. 
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Like relationship enmeshed parents, system-enmeshed parents also 
might do well with this exercise up to a point. The exercise could 
fall short if teenagers painted pictures of coming to solutions from 
different angles with possibly different criteria for making choices, 
or if they were making choices that reflected different values from 
that of the parents. In these situations parents might feel that their 
own meaning-making systems are being challenged or threatened. 
In other words, if how the teenagers are putting together meaning 
for themselves is different from that of the parents, then the parents 
would feel uncomfortable with what was happening. 
Communicating Inner Process and Leveling 
The needs-enmeshed parents that I interviewed had a difficult 
time accessing their feelings. Their communication more often 
reflected the external world of behaviors. The relationship- 
enmeshed parent could access their feelings and thoughts and even 
talked about the feelings and thoughts of their teenagers. What 
they were not able to do was reflect on patterns of thoughts or 
feelings that existed within themselves or their teenagers. The 
system-enmeshed parents were able to identify patterns of thoughts 
and feelings both in themselves and in their teenagers. Their 
abilities to reflect on their inner processes were greater than that of 
the relationship-enmeshed parents or the needs-enmeshed parents. 
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This ability to communicate inner process is a concept central to all 
parent education programs. “Leveling” or “straight talk” are two 
terms commonly used to refer to this process of communication. A 
typical “leveling” or “straight talk” exercise in one of these programs 
might include instructions like this. 
A. Speak from your own experience using “I” statements, e.g.,”I feel 
frustrated...I feel annoyed.” 
B. Stay focused on your own experience and refrain from using 
judgmental or blaming statements while you are describing your 
own experience. 
C. Describe facts without overtones of blame. 
Given this exercise, needs-enmeshed parents, parents who have 
a difficult time accessing their feelings, would talk about externals. 
Relationship-enmeshed parents, on the other hand, could describe 
their thoughts and feelings and those of their teenagers. Yet, these 
parents would have to find their thoughts and feelings the same as 
their teenagers in their endeavour to experience harmony in the 
relationship. If their teenagers threatened that sameness by having 
thoughts and feelings different from those of their parents, these 
teenagers would likely be judged or blamed by the parents. 
Furthermore, it would be likely that these parents would actually 
feel victimized by their teenagers’ experiences. In other words 
parents actually experience that their teenagers cause the parents’ 
experiences. The sytem-enmeshed parents could do well with this 
exercise except, as was pointed out in the previous section, if the 
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teenagers started describing a way of putting things together for 
themselves that differed from that of their parents. 
Conflict Resolution (C.R.) and Problem Solving 
From the parents I interviewed, I learned that the needs- 
enmeshed parents were most conflicted when they could not 
determine how they could get their own needs met. Relationship- 
enmeshed parents were most conflicted when the harmony of the 
relationship was at stake. System-enmeshed parents were most 
conflicted when they had to square off with another person’s 
meaning-making system that was distinctly different from their 
own. 
Conflict resolution and problem solving are operating concepts in 
all parent education programs. In his Parent Effectiveness Training, 
Thomas Gordon sets down these guidelines for problem solving: 
A. Allow the child to generate one or more solutions before you 
offer any. 
B. Don’t expect the child to come up with all the solutions. You have 
a stake in the problem-solving, too, so feel free to toss in your ideas. 
C. Don’t evaluate any suggested solutions until after a number have 
been generated. 
D. Encourage your kids to come up with any solution that comes to 
mind, no matter how silly or impractical. pp.224-225 
Needs-enmeshed parents would have some difficulty with 
suggestions that were not related to their own needs. Any 
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evaluation of their teenagers’ suggestions would also be related to 
the parents’ needs. Relationship-enmeshed parents could do well 
with this exercise as could system-enmeshed parents. 
Limit Setting (L.S.) 
When parents limit set with their teenagers, they refer to their 
own sources of authority, as was pointed out in the section on 
enmeshment. Needs enmeshed parents set limits to attain their own 
needs. Relationship enmeshed parents set limits to maintain 
harmony in the relationship. System enmeshed parents set limits to 
operationalize some of their own theories about limit setting based 
on what they themselves perceive the developmental needs of the 
teenagers to be around limit setting. The system enmeshed parents 
set limits from multi-theories of limit setting based in different 
perspectives of the developmental needs of teenagers around limit 
setting. 
Summary: The identification of kinds enmeshment in parents 
has several purposes. With this kind of identification, the helping 
professionals can 1) locate the source of the authority in the 
parenting, 2) utilize a language that matches the enmeshment, 3) 
anticipate the kind of projections that will be generatd by the 
parents, and 4) estimate the level of skill mastery in these four 
areas: empathetic rsesponse and active listening; communication of 
inner process and leveling; conflict resolution and problem solving; 
and, limit setting. 
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A Larger Context for Parent Education Training 
A new context for parent education programs, one that 
embraces ideas from all the programs discussed in Chapter 1, and also 
Kegan’s theory of “the evolving self" is in order. As was pointed out 
in previous sections much of the skill building in these programs was 
targeted for parents who were either in an 
interpersonal/institutional transition, an institutional developmental 
position, an institutional/interindividual transition, or a 
interindividual developmental position. In other words these 
programs were targeted for “the interpersonal/institutional self," 
“the institutional self,” and “the institutional/interindividual self,” 
and “the interindividual self.” 
In order for parent education programs to be more inclusive, 
these programs must respond to whatever “self” is operating in the 
parents. In other words, these programs need to address “imperial 
selves”, “imperial/interpersonal selves”, “interpersonal selves,” etc. 
The focus of these programs must also heighten the parents’ 
awareness of the stances that they hold towards themselves. These 
programs have the power to help parents develop more gentle, 
tolerant stances towards themselves. I envision this happening 
within a community of parents where parents, all undergoing similar 
experiences with their teenagers, could listen with hopefulness. 
In fact, in this safe, non-judgmental environment, parents could 
experience sympathy and tolerance from one another. The hope 
would be that eventually the parents would slowly turn their new 
relationships in this community inward and begin giving themselves 
a kind of lovingness. Parents could help one another be kinder to 
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themselves and also more self-respecting. In keeping with the focus 
of this context, the parents would then have a framework for 
viewing their teenagers. Below I show how aspects of each of the 
parent education programs reviewed in Chapter 1, which focused on 
the developmental needs of the adolescent, can be included in this 
new context. 
One of the main purposes of Toughlove was to eliminate parental 
and family abuse. Certainly this purpose is aligned with the new 
context I am suggesting in which nurturance of self-respect has the 
highest priority. Any limit setting interventions proposed from this 
new context would be firm and fair, but unlike Toughlove 
interventions, they would not have a punitive flavor. 
The Parent Effectiveness Training used a language of acceptance, 
underlining the importance of using “I" messages and active 
listening. These skills are aligned with a philosophy of self- 
nurturance, although some caution would be needed in introducing 
these skills. If the parents had trouble with exercises, then the 
exercises would need to be modified so that the parents would not 
feel threatened or wrong in their way of being. As was pointed out 
in an earlier section, imperial parents, imperial/interpersonal prents, 
and interpersonal parents particulary would have trouble with these 
skills. 
The Systematic Training for Effective Parenting focuses on 
teaching parents how to help their teenagers develop personal 
responsibility. As was pointed out in an earlier section, the level of 
personal responsibility possible for parents could be identified by 
their enmeshment and their projections. It would be important to 
remember that parents could teach responsibility for only that which 
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they themselves know. By identifying projections in the parents, 
helping professionals could gain a more realistic picture of what level 
of personal responsibility the parents could master and then teach 
their teenagers. Helping professionals would need to modify the 
conceptualization of personal responsibility to match “the self” that 
was operating in the parent. 
Ginott’s and Hills and Knowles programs seem to be custom- 
tailored to the parent. Ginott’s program is particularly effective 
because it advances the idea that different kinds of help are 
available, i.e. psychotherapy, group counseling, and guidance groups. 
These different options would be presented in the context that I am 
suggesting. Hill’s and Knowles program, “Personal Meaning in Parent 
Education,” is particulary aligned with this new context because the 
main emphasis is on affirming and confirming the values and 
experiences of the parents. 
Finally, the proposed this new parent education context would 
emphasize the importance of parents using other adults to support 
the growth and development of their teenagers, i.e. teachers, 
relatives, community leaders. Because parents cannot provide all of 
what teenagers need, these parents must see themselves as a part of 
a larger community in which they can draw additional help and 
support in their parenting. 
As long as parents are perceived as evolving by helping 
professonals, then there is always hope that these parents, in their 
contacts with helping professionals can tackle the challenges of 
parenting teenagers without feeling of inedequate. I suggest that 
helping professionals utilize Kegan’s theory to embrace the strengths 
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and limitations of parents and learn to differentiate between 
different levels of development present in parents. Above all else, I 
believe that helping professionals must infuse hope in the most 
hopeless situations. I believe that the best way to do this, is to be 
appreciative of the parents, the meaning-makers, wherever they 
might be on the contiunuum of their own growth and development. 
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Subject 
Object 
Subject 
Object 
APPENDIX A 
SUBJECT-OBJECT CHART 
Stage 2 
Needs, interests, 
wishes 
Impulses, 
perceptions 
Stage 4 
Authorship, identity, 
ideology 
The interpersonal, 
relationships 
Stage 3 
The interpersonal, 
relationships 
needs, interests 
wishes 
Stage 5 
Interindividuality, 
interpenetrability of 
self systems 
Authorship, identity, 
ideology 
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APPENDIX B 
WRITTEN CONSENT FORM 
I agree to participate in a tape-recorded interview for a study about 
ways parents make meaning of their own parenting experiences. I 
understand I will be asked about ordinary parenting experiences 
(like being moved by my teenager, or being angry or conflicted about 
some experience with my teenager, etc.). I understand that I do not 
have to answer any questions I choose not to answer. I understand 
that any excerpts taken from this interview written or spoken, will 
disguise all names of persons and places so as to preserve my 
anonymity and privacy. I understand that I will not receive 
feedback on my interview. I understand that although most people 
find these interviews engaging and interesting, should I feel like 
discontinuing the interview for any reasons we may do so at any 
time. I understand that the interviewing process will take about one 
hour and fifteen minutes. I thank you for your generosity in making 
time available for my learning. 
Date Signature of Interviewee 
Carla Newman Osgood 
University of Massachusetts Graduate Student 
School of Education 
Phone number 802-879-1207 
143 
APPENDIX C 
SCORING KEY 
2 
Parents relate to teenager by viewing teenager’s needs in terms of 
possible consequences for parent. 
Parents are embbedded in their own perspective. 
Parents cannot have an internal converstion betwen different 
perspectives (can’t hold more than one perspective at a time). 
2(3) 
Parents have beginning ability to hold internally teenager’s point of 
view of the parent (internal talk might include parent talking about 
how teenager might feel and what he/she might do). 
Parents still look at teenager, though, in terms of how feelings of 
teenager might effect parents’ getting their needs met. 
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2/3 
Parents not only can see how teenager might be taking a point of 
view but parents derive their thinking as a consequesnce of their 
seeing that point of view. 
Parents attend to teenager so that the parent can get what they need. 
3/2 
Parent may say “I’d feel better because I wouldn’t be worried if my 
teenager was feeling let down”. 
Not only does the parent derive feelings from how teenager thinks 
and feels, but stilll how the parent feels is of up most importance, 
(parent’s need to feel good still 2 ish). 
3(2) 
Parent says “I shouldn’t even be wondering if I can count on my 
teenager... we should just be wanting to let the other one know that 
we can trust each other”. 
Parents become increasingly interested in the perspective of their 
teenager. 
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3 
Parents cannot distinquish the teenager from their own inernalized 
points of view. 
Parents unable to release teenager as the source of their feelings, etc. 
Parents feel responsible for teenager, also holds teenager responsible 
for parents’ feelings, etc. 
Parents can imagine how teenager is seeing them and in fact they 
derive their feelings about themselves from how the teenager thinks 
and feels about them. 
Parents co-construct decisions with their teenager, in fact they co¬ 
construct their sense of reality with the reality of their teenager. 
Parents derive feelings from how they imagine how their teenagers 
feel. 
Parents see that the problem is not located within but located in the 
situation...there is no internal system yet from which to create 
3/4 
Parents can reflect on their process but still hold the teenagers 
responsible for their feelings. 
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4/3 
Parents are able to look to themselves as sources of their feelings, 
thoughts, etc. 
Parents’ internalized views still have powerful effects, but they are 
able to look to themselves for decisions. 
Parents take responsibility for 3 ish structure. 
4(3) 
Parents want to keep a distance from teenager. 
Parents avoid negative felings teenager has about parents. 
Parents fear loss of their new self to teenager’s point of view of 
them. 
4 
Parents stop making teenager responsible for thier feelings 
Parents may feel violated if teenager makes them responsible for the 
teenager’s actions. 
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Parents have a personal system which generates their values and 
goals. 
Parents cannot consult themselves about that system. 
Parents will not take responsibility for teenager. 
4(5) 
Parents need while they interact with other theories to go back to 
their own theory. Learnings are used to enrich own theory. 
Parents have ability to reflect upon limitations of their theory. 
Parents have no ability yet to generate an altenative sturcture. 
4/5 
Parents can construct a psychological context for reconstructing their 
theory. 
Parents locate themselves within a continuing interaction between 
and among for ms-transformation is a means to an end-improving 
present form. 
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5/4 
Parents structure of transformation is dominant over the structure of 
formation. 
Parents being identified with any form might not feel good. 
Parents here like to think of themselves as bigger than form. They 
like to be in the flow of life-not stuck on the shore. 
5 
Parents make own system and other systems object. 
Parents no longer invested on one form- one system. 
Parents not interested in maintaining form but interested in 
transforming it. 
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APPENDIX D 
FORMULATION PROCESS SHEET 
N'arne or Code of Interviewee: 
Analysis Page n 
Questions: 
Bit / Range of Hypotheses: 1) 
Interview 
Page If 
1 
2 
3 
4 
1(2) 1/2 2/1 2(1) 
2(3) 2/3 3/2 3(2) 
3(4) 3/4 4/3 4(3) 
4(5) 4/5 5/4 5(4) 
2) 
3) 
\ 
What structural evidence leads you to 
these hypotheses? 
What evidence leads you to reject other 
plausible counter-hypotheses? 
If you have a range of hypotheses, what 
further Information do you need to narrow 
the range? 
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APPENDIX E 
OVERALL FORMULATION SHEET 
Name or Code of Interviewee: Analysis Page i 
A. Tentative Overall Hypotheses (minimum of 3 bits reflective of each hypothesis] 
B. Rejected Tentative Hypothesis/Hypothesos and Reason(s) for Rejection: 
(use back of sheet if necessary) 
1. Hypoth: _ Why rejected: 
2. Hypoth: * * Why rejected: 
C. SINCLE OVERALL SCORE (minimum of 3 bits reflective solely of this bcore): 
[if interview not 
scorable with single 
score enter range o f 
scores*) 
D. Testing S.O.S. If you have not already justified your rejection of scores 
on either "side" of the S.O.S., do so here: 
E. Interview "Power” (# of bits solelyreflective of S.O.S.): 
151 
APPENDIX F 
A SUBJECT-OBJECT INTERVIEW 
Interviewee (S) I guess I would classify my interactions with H. in 
the the last year that he was home. He’s an awful goood kid so I 
don’t have a lot of the classic problems that parents have at the end 
of teenage years. But I guess I would often feel torn trying to give 
him more freedom, more choices, that sort of thing. I would be torn 
whether I should step in, whether I should let him make his own 
decisions. How much do I say to him? How much do I guide? How 
much do I force? How much do I demand? And, how much do I let 
the ball roll and see what happens. He’s always been pretty good at 
giving me clues when he felt he needed more limits, so I finally went 
with that toward the end of his senior year. I guess there are lots of 
times in dealing with them between sixteen and twenty-two where I 
feel torn. How much do I say? What do I say? How much do I 
interfere? Is it really interference? Do they really want it, or don’t 
they want it.? I have to make the choices. Sometimes it a popular 
choice. Sometimes it isn’t. 
Interviewer (C) Was there a specific thing that came up on the torn 
card, a specific experience? 
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S This past summer is a specific experience. H. worked a second 
shift. We said he was an Xer but he was really on a work crew 
cleaning X at night, so he was an Xer for the summer. It was quite 
an experience for him. It was a wonderful experience for him. It 
really motivated him to do well in college, and he realized how bright 
he is compared to the general run-of-the-mill public. But he also 
wanted to be doing some socializing so he had a friend whose mother 
didn’t care if they came there at midnight. That’s against my 
standards. I don’t think that’s right but their family lives all night 
long so he would stop over there at midnight, after getting out of 
work and might not get home until 2:00 in the morning. I still am 
geared to when everybody is coming into the house and I would 
prefer that there be a set time during the week so that I could know 
and my mind would be set and my ears would be set and the lights 
would be off and that sort of thing. My first parental thing was to 
say “No, you are using our vehicle and you come home at 1:00.” But 
realizing that he was approaching nineteen and had finished with 
high school and going onto college, I felt that I needed to ease up on 
that sort of thing and let him make his own judgements. So I set 
some parameters on how quiet he was going to be and how to come 
into the yard, and not slam the doors and tiptoe up the stairs and 
that sort of thing. And I told him he had to be reasonable about his 
hours. Within two weeks he was coming home almost every night 
right after work so that was what he needed. But I was torn 
between how much do I put my foot down. I mean he is using our 
vehicle. He is living in our house with us who he disturbs when he 
comes home late at night. I said to him that if I can’t get back to 
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sleep, if I’m losing sleep over this, then you’re going to have to 
reconsider your hours. But it worked out fine. 
C So the torn part, one part of you was saying you wanted to have 
control of this. 
S I want my own way. 
C And the other part was saying what? 
S That he has a right to make his choices and I have to make some 
adjustments because of his rights. I have to make adjustments in my 
life, and my expectations of what was going to be in my house 
because he was also living there. He was no longer a three or four 
year old child where I make all the decisions for him. And I 
wouldn’t be preparing him for making those kinds of decisions at 
school in the fall. That was my biggest concern was that he would 
just act out so terribly in the fall that he would just undo all the good 
and act out at school, at college. I wanted him to have pretty much 
control of his social life this summer and the last part of the semester 
of his senior year. He’s not been a kid that has really pushed too 
hard very often so it hasn’t been a gross problem. I think it worked 
reasonably well and I think he understood what I was doing and was 
trying to be considerate and still maintain his independence to have 
his own social life. 
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C Would it be fair that the kind of conflict in you and the torness in 
you was about was between whether you control his behavior or 
whether you allow him to control his own. 
S: That’s exactly what it was because I wanted him to be somewhat 
prepared when he was suddenly on his own at college. I didn’t want 
him to have to flounder. I also am at that point in my life where I 
don’t want to have to make those kinds of decisions any more. I’ve 
had to make them for quite a number of years and I am ready to 
have all of them be making reasonable responsible decisions so that I 
don’t have to make them on a day-to-day decision making... 
C: What’s the payoff for you to not have to do that any more? 
S: Freedom, wonderful freedom. It’s great because it’s a big burden 
that I assumed early on with responsibility. I know that I probably 
assumed more than I needed to but that’s the way it was for their 
success in making good decisions, healthy responsible decisions. Not 
necessarily that they would always be mine but that they would be 
responsible. I felt this summer that he was there and now was the 
time for him to take over. 
C: What helped you in that process, in that shift, do you think? 
S: I saw him making appropriate decisions, mature decisions, mature 
choices and so he earned his way. I think their assumption was “It’s 
my right,” and I said, “ No, that’s not the way it works in this house. 
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You earn the right to your next step. You don’t automatically receive 
it because you’re eighteen. If you’re acting like a fourteen year old 
then you’re going to be treated accordingly. It’s up to you how you 
behave. You know what the standards are. You know what the 
expectaions are.” And so he was being responsible. I guess it got to 
the point where I know they are going to be making their own 
decisions and making their mistakes and most of the time I’d rather, 
if I don’t have to be, I’d rather not be involved in that. I distance 
myself from that process unless I need to be involved in that. I don’t 
really want a lot of reports on a lot of things either. This is their 
time to struggle and flounder and if I need to know about it fine. If 
not please don’t tell me. I don’t want to know about all the parties, 
and I don’t want to know about all the things that are going on in 
this phase in their lives. I don’t need to have anything added to the 
worry list. That’s how I feel. I guess I feel that because of that 
attitude they are strong enough to make good decisions. If they’re in 
trouble they’ll come home and then we’ll deal with whatever, but in 
the meantime, if I’m always there they really aren’t doing it on their 
own. 
C: So are we finished with the torn? Anything else? 
S: Yeah, how much do you interfere? There are certain attitudes, 
How much do you interfere with an attitude as well as a behavior? 
I feel attitudes take longer to mature than some behaviors and they 
can act like they’re mature. But if what’s coming out of their mouth 
is an immature attitude, then I think I do talk a lot more about 
attitudes. That if they’re sitting there twiddling their foot and 
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driving everybody crazy, that sort of thing, attitudes towards other 
people. I’m not as forceful as I used to be. I make suggestions or I 
make comments rather than stating direct disapproval. Unless it’s 
really blatant. H. will talk about nerdy people. My comment these 
days is “Well, sometimes those people are quite interesting to get to 
know. They are quite the individuals. They’re individualists. They 
are very interesting. They have all kinds of things going for them. 
They may not on the exterior be like other people but you find in the 
futrure they are going to be the most interesting for you to know,” 
that sort of interference. How much do I say? How much do I do? 
Every time it comes up I have to weigh that. Is it really important 
for me to interfere or is he just mouthing off because somebody is 
around and he’s trying to impress them. If that is the case, and I see 
that consistently. Then another time I will talk to him about that. I 
have told him that I feel strongly about an issue. Then I think about 
it and talk with them about it .and I expect the courtesy from them 
to listen to me. But I don’t expect them to have to immediately act 
on it or to accept what I have to say totally. But I do expect them to 
listen respectfully to what I have to say. And I won’t be interfering 
in their lives unless I feel it’s important. I try from the last part of 
their senior year to start working toward that little bit of distance. 
But I’ve let them know that I’m not going to abandon being a mother 
just because I don’t like something I hear. And they are twenty- 
eight or twenty-nine. They will still hear from me in an appropriate 
way. I guess that’s it for torn. 
C What else you got there? 
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S Anxious/nervous with H. with his dietary problems. I felt that I 
can’t address the group. I will probably always feel a little bit of 
nervousness around his control of his diet until I really feel that he 
has come to terms with the seriousness of his problem. He still 
operates in the teenage mode “This isn’t...nothing is ever going to 
happen to me. It isn’t really as serious as you say it is. I can eat a 
little bit of this. This isn’t on my list of forbidden foods...” So I get 
angry with him but I also get concerned because that whole fear of 
having almost lost him years age clicks in. So that’s another area 
where...how much do I say and, if it’s obvious that he’s been having 
indiscretions with his diet, I occasionally will say something, but not 
always. Also, I’m concerned that if that perpetuates, it’s an 
indication of his poor self-image and he might be self-destructive 
because if he continues and eats a great deal of this kind of food he 
eventually will die. It might take two years, if he really indulged. It 
might take two years, and he will have a ruptured intestine and 
within twenty minutes of the rupture the surgeon would have to be 
in there fixing it or he would be gone. So that’s a concern that will 
probably be lifelong until he really takes charge emotionally as well 
as on his plate somewhat. I will be very glad to let go of that. Once 
you’ve had a child whose been very sick there’s always something 
that can click you right into that fear that you are once going to lose 
that child. I guess I get very angry with him because he’s not there 
yet. He has not come to that point where he’s really accepted that he 
has this problem and it has to be resolved and he has to stick to his 
diet. 
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C What clues would you get from him that would say “Yeah, he’s got 
it now”? 
S I don’t know. I can really read him well. I guess when I see him 
relax. He’s a really relaxed person anyway but there will be 
something very deep that will be different. When you see people 
really accept something about themselves or, this is funny, this just 
clicked in, he’s always thought he was some kind of monster or kind 
of weird person because he’s had this problem and it crops up all the 
time socially because of things he can and cannot eat. When he 
really gets to accept the core of him. He’s really being okay in spite 
of his external thing that he has to work on this diet business. Then 
I think there’s going to be a deep change. I think it’s all involved 
with his ego and with his self-image and as he gets older I perceive 
it will be twenty-thirty, that range when he’ll really get it together 
and then I’ll know. I can’t give you anything more tangible than 
that. It’s like when somebody really learns to like themselves and it 
doesn’t matter what they look like or what anybody else has said 
that “I really am okay and nothing anybody says or does isn’t going 
to make any difference.” That’s the kind of feeling I get. And it will 
be deep. It won’t be just up in his head. 
C When you talk about “I can really read him” can you talk a little 
more about that, how you feel when you do that? 
S I watch him very carefully. I look at him very carefully when he 
evades me with his eyes. When he walks away as he’s giving an 
answer. When he’s being evasive or he doesn’t want to talk about it. 
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He blushes fairly readily when something is very important to him 
or very painful. His body language is very clear to me. And I know 
when his feelings are hurt. I know when he’s embarrassed. I know 
when he’s angry. He’s very easy to read. His eyes tell a lot in his 
posture. I have a concern about him having trouble with personal 
intimacy. Because of the divorce, he learned how to pull himself off 
a lot and just function in his own little world and doesn’t necessarily 
relate in an intimate manner. I know his feelings are there but he’s 
always bitten his tongue. He hasn’t done it quite so much in the past 
two years so I’m hoping that isn’t going to be a problem for him and 
in time with the right relationships and so forth he’ll understand the 
pesonal intimacy and really be a good communicator. 
C. That is important for you to see that develop? How would you 
define at this stage of the game personal intimacy, and what would 
be entailed in that for you now as you think about that for you? You 
would like to see that develop in him. What is that to you at this 
point? 
S Being able to share how you feel about how you feel about issues 
and being willing to...I don’t mean putting himself in jeopardy with 
somebody who is going to be cruel or is not going to understand but 
in appropriate safe situations where he can be personally intimate 
and feel relaxed about it and feel good about it. That’s going to have 
to come step-by-step. I think he’s beginning to see the value of that 
and I hope he ralizes that in many cases he’s going to have to be the 
first one to step forward with that sort of thing, and if he wants it in 
his life it’s really his responsibility to get it. But he’s not a child any- 
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more and there isn’t going to be someone always intervening to say 
“What’s going on?”, or “what’s happening?” “What can we help you 
with?” He’s got to be responsible for asking for that kind of thing. 
C If he didn’t move in that direction, would that be a conflict or a 
problem for you? If you didn’t see any indication that he wanted 
that kind of intimacy, do you think that would be a problem for 
you? 
S It would concern me greatly because I think it’s a very basic thing 
in human existence, and if you don’t have that there aren’t many 
options for personal relationships. You can have relationships where 
you do something with somebody. You go ski or something and 
have fun but those aren’t things that are lasting or satisfying from 
my perspective and I would like to see him, I don’t expect him to be 
somone like K, effervescent. He’s his own person. I would like to 
see him have intimate relationships with as many people as he feels 
comfortable with whether it’s two or three or fifteen or twenty or be 
able to be intimate on different levels with different people but not 
pull back and just be friendly on the surface and not be involved 
with other people’s lives and let them into his life. 
C What would by really hard if you saw him do that? 
S I’m comparing with other people that I’ve experienced in my life 
and not wanting to have that same relationship with him that I have 
with other people because they were lacking in intimacy, I would be 
afraid that I would not like him eventually. 
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C Is it painful? 
S Yes. If it came to the point where he was determined not to have 
that kind of relationship. It’s just going to be a, for instance, 
materialistic or workaholic with no real contact with people, where 
he was with people but no emotional contact with people, then I 
would feel very sad that he would be a shell of a person. Because 
the most important thing to me is to develop the person, the soul, the 
being. And the jobs, the homes and acquisitions are all seocndary. 
Those things are nice but if you don’t have the inner development, 
then that’s sad. That’s perhaps one of the saddest things that I can 
think of. 
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C It sounds like if you’re thinking of other people in your life that 
you didn’t have that with that you wanted to have that with, how 
painful that was, that it really would impact you to not have that 
closeness with him. 
S I think that would have felt that I had lost a child and it would be 
a very empty, sad feeling. My feeling about people is that we should 
all be growing. The amount of kindness that we feel, the amount of 
compassion, concerns for others should grow out of our lives. We 
should be expanding outward all the time and to see someone going 
in the opposite direction is sad. It’s a lost potential. I think we all 
have the potential for great compassion, for great caring and to see 
somebody choose not to, for whatever reason, is very sad. 
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C You remember bumping into that in your life, on a gut level. 
What did it feel like? There you were wanting to make the 
connection and there was this person on a very material level. 
S I get angry. My first response is how dare you exclude me from 
your life and who do you think you are? I guess a part of me sees 
also that an insulated person is not taking it very deeply. This is just 
a surface response. Something that I would have had if I were a 
very young child. I know intellectually that they are copping out but 
there is a part of me that envies them that they don’t hurt on a day- 
to-day basis. I know they are hurting terribly inside but there still 
isn’t that rational thought. But part of it is anger that they have 
their world so controlled that they don’t feel. They can block 
everything out whereas I might be hurting every other day or up 
and down and all around. Where in the long term I’d rather do- but 
there have been some phases in my life where I’ve been particularly 
vulnerable. I’m a little envious of that too, not on the long-term but, 
gee, I would really like to turn things off for a week or two and just 
put it out, not think about it, not worry about it, but I also don’t want 
to be that way. 
C There’s kind of a conflict there. 
S There’s a conflict but mostly feeling angry because I feel someone 
who doesn’t communicate is really controlled. If I’m trying to 
communicate with somebody and they won’t communicate back then 
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they are really controlling the relationship and that’s not what I 
want to do. 
C That’s an ouch point for you? 
S Yeah, I don’t like to be around people who are not responsive. 
And they don’t have to be deeply responsive but pleasantly 
responsive. I would feel that I had lost a battle. 
C And the kind of response that you would like or even like H. to 
have is that kind of relationship would be what kind of response? 
S Enthusiastic response. I really like enthusiasm and I like joyful 
people that can find joy in a spider on a web, or in a joke, or just 
plain silly goofiness or quiet or whatever. I would like to see coming 
from him real joy, just joy and enthusiasm. I’m seeing the 
enthusiasm and I’m beginning to see the joy. I’m hoping this is going 
to come. I would feel that I haven’t lost a long battle if I could get 
my kid to eighteen to twenty feeling good about themselves as much 
as an eighteen or twenty year old is going to feel without real serious 
problems, with an enthusiasm for life whatever he is going to do. If 
he wants to dig ditches to China or whether he wants to fly to the 
moon. Just be enthusiastic and joyful and have a sense of humor. I 
think that goes with joy. If you’re not joyful, you can’t have a sense 
of humor about yourself. I don’t know which comes first, maybe if 
you start having a sense of humor about yourself then the joy comes 
in. I don’t care what they do for work. I would like them to be 
164 
stimulated and that’s all I have to say about it. But, if they can’t be 
joyful and enthusiastic about life I feel very, very sad. Too many 
people in my family and too many people in the world are not like 
that. 
C If he were moping or whining a lot or cranky about being a victim 
or this or that, or this professor, what would that feel like? 
S I would be impatient with that. I would listen and sometimes you 
get pain-in -the-butt teachers but the point is what are you going to 
do about it? Are you going to allow this professor or this friend to 
change your direction, your focus, your attitude? Or are you going to 
find a way to get to where you need to go, working around or 
through or over this person. So if you want to come home and whine 
about it, fine, but don’t expect me to sit there and pat your knee and 
say you have every right to be solemn, sulky and immature. 
C One of the things of your value system is being pro-active in 
situations? 
S That’s one of the things I’ve had to concentrate on in myself 
because I was raised to be a victim. I was determined to raise my 
children not to be a victim so it was always the focus of what is the 
solution. What are you going to do? What can we do? How can I 
help you? If there is too much complaining, you have a choice. 
Either you stay where you are and do what you are doing and shut 
up, ‘cause I’ve heard enough and I don’t want to hear any more, or 
you can take some steps to change the situation. Everybody needs to 
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spout off but when you start blaming other people for what’s going 
on in your life then you’ve got trouble. He really surprised us his 
junior year. He was taking Latin, and chose to flunk it. He didn’t 
have to, but he did. His teacher finally said, “Why don’t you just quit 
the class and get out of here so I don’t have to see you”, which was a 
very mature attitude for the teacher. And he told her, “No. Just 
because things aren’t going right doesn’t mean I should quit. I’m 
going to be here until the end of the semester.” So I felt he had 
make some real strides with that. That just when the going gets 
tough you don’t quit. We both told him, “You’ve got a tough 
professor. Fine. You may have a tough boss sometime. You may 
have a tough co-worker. Learn how to deal with these people right 
now”. 
C If you bump into a situation where you really could feel the 
conflict and the difference in the two of you, where he was really, 
absolutely, you could hear that from him and you wanted him to be 
pro-active, how could you imagine that you would approach that? 
You could clearly see that this was reality, that he’s seeing it this 
way, how would you resolve that? 
S When he gets that way, as he’s quite bull-headed at times, there is 
no point in discussing right or wrong or who is at fault. So I would 
have to encourage him to talk it out. What happened this time? 
What happened that time? What did he do? How did he react? Just 
to get it out. Then what do you need to get out of this course? What 
do you need from this contact? We know, I assume, that he’s an ass. 
What are you going to have to do to pass this course? Again, going 
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around the obstacle that may be there forever and getting to where 
he needs to go in spite of this person. So I would let him, number 
one, spout off as much he wanted, and then drop the issue as to who 
was at fault and just focus on what he needs to do because that is the 
issue. 
C Focus on the task at hand. 
S What he needs to do. How to approach the man if he had an 
attitude problem himself, where this person was really closed to 
suggestions and kept battering and battering, I might stop the 
converstion and say, “I don’t want to talk about this any more”. If he 
still hadn’t changed and was still sticking to that then I might say to 
him something like, “I understand how tough this position is and I 
understand what you’re going through but don’t make it any worse 
or you don’t want it any worse by being quite so harsh in your 
approach to this person”. Again, having him look at the person as a 
person rather than an enemy. So it defuses his view of this person. 
It’s hard to say what I would do if, he doesn’t usually hang onto 
anger, irrational anger, for very long so I could probably go to the 
other teacher or I could do this or that. 
C Has it been pretty effective when you’ve taken that approach with 
him? 
S Yes. 
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C What do you think has helped you develop that? What has gone 
on in your environment and you that you think has contributed to 
you? 
* 
S I’ve become much more focused. I”ve really evaluated my own 
behavior and took a real hard look at how I was behaving and what I 
wanted to be and how I wanted to act and how I wanted to feel. 
Some of it wasn’t very pleasant. Some of the behaviors were 
leftovers from eons ago. Inappropriate behaviors from that and I 
didn’t want to saddle my children with some of those behaviors. So I 
knew that my being their prime model, role model, I had to do some 
changes. No amount of verbal information is going to change their 
appreciation of what I was doing. I also want to be really in control 
of me and that was a part of taking a real hard look at all of my 
behaviors, weeding out those that I didn’t want any more, and 
focusing on the kind of person I want to be. 
C What you have passed down to him is very important to you. You 
have taken this job of parenting very seriously. 
S That’s one of the reasons why now that I’m not doing it so much 
any more. It’s such a relief. It was probablly the most serious job 
I’ll ever have other than really looking at myself. But I’m only 
responsible to myself and I felt responsible for these two children, 
for their welfare and their nurturing. And I guess nurturing is very 
important because there was a lot of lacking in my own up-bringing. 
There was some but there wasn’t enough and I didn’t want my 
children growing up unnurtured. I think that’s the most important 
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thing whether you have hot dogs on the table every night or not. 
The nurturing is what’s going to keep you together. So I still nurture. 
I think nurturing is a life-long thing. But it’s very important. 
Particularly in the teen years. It’s so easy to find everything wrong 
with them, to focus on that. 
C What else have you written here that we haven’t looked at? 
S One of the things about H. that has moved me recently is I see him 
moving into a different phase of his life, a more mature phase. I’ve 
been trying to get across the fact that, one of the things that tells 
parents that you’re moving out of childhood is when you start giving 
back. There are so many people that are takers all their lives and we 
all have to grow up and start giving back and I see him doing that on 
a really nice level. Just coming home and volunteering to do things 
or just going out and doing things, just giving back. I see him aware 
of what it’s costing us in our own lifestyle to send him to college so 
he’s not squandering money. He’s willing to work. He wants to be 
an R.A. next year. He’s willing to go through the process of staying 
out of trouble and not get into difficulty and get good grades in order 
to qualify for that so he’s giving of himself in the whole process, not 
just doing his homework. Not only does he want to do the R. 
A. business but he wants to be more able to contribute financially 
toward his education. So if he gets the job, it will save us four 
thousand a year. He was feeling very good about himself around 
that. My mother just had surgery and I went down to V with her at 
that time and I said you should probably send her a card. He still 
needs those kinds of reminders of how important his presence is to 
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other people. He doesn’t understand that yet, that he’s very 
important to my parents and to the other people in his family. So he 
said, “No, I”m going to give you some money right now and I want 
you to buy some roses for her. I want you to have an odd number, 
not an even number, and greenery”. So my father, my father was 
never very much for anybody on an emotional level all his life, went 
and bought these huge red roses. Three beautiful red roses with 
greenery and everything. He actually added a little more money to 
have a little extra on and brought them in and then H. called my 
mother after she got out of the hospital and she said, “Oh, H. those 
roses were just beautiful. They were red”. He said, “Oh good. That’s 
just what I wanted. Was it an odd number?" That kind of 
interaction is so new for him and enthusiastic and she was in seventh 
heaven with that. He called. He sent roses. He had it all in his head 
just what he wanted and all that sort of thing. 
C Tell me what about that that gives you such pleasure? 
S Because that’s the first signs of the development of that wonderful 
inner soul, and the taking time to care, just being a gentle nice 
person. If he can be that way now, in the right personal relationship, 
later on then it will come. I’m hoping it will come with his children. 
I hope it lasts. I’m hoping it comes back to me the more he separates 
from me. I will be the recipient of some of that kind of relating to. 
C Is that a conscious or unconscious goal when you were parenting 
to develop that? 
170 
S Conscious. 
C So it’s seeing some results? 
S Yeah. His enthusiasm with my mother was very exciting. 
Sometimes he’ll get on the phone and it’s yup, nope, yup, nope, that 
sort of thing, although he will tell I. he loves her on the phone the 
last two times he’s talked with her. He hasn’t seen her in sixteen 
months, and that’s, I guess I see that as a real strength and very 
attractive in people, and I find as a female to any male I find that 
kind of behavior very attractive. I like being friends with that kind 
of man. I did not want him growing up to be a cold, distant, 
uninterested, uninvolved male. From the day he was born that was 
one of my goals. 
C If he had turned into that, would you feel that that was a 
reflection on you or something you had done? 
S I would be disappointed that it turned out that way but I think 
I”ve always tried my hardest every stage of the game. I would 
wonder why methods might have brought something out, but I 
would also realize that some people are warmer more naturally than 
others anyway. I would never give up on him, but I would feel sad 
that he was missing a lot. But I saw when he was a little guy that he 
was never like that, so I”ve never had to deal with that. He always 
had a real warm feeling. He was always a very loving little guy. 
Everybody liked him and he liked everybody, so I always had that in 
the back of my mind. If I had a cold child I don’t know how I would 
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have reacted. I might have felt that I was a failure. Intellectually I 
could have told myself all kinds of things but on an emotional level I 
would have felt like a failure. 
C Intellectually, what do you think you might have told yourself? 
S Genetically, everybody is different. Genetically everybody has 
different capabilities, the stress of touch, the stress of closeness of 
intimacy. After all he does have the father he has. All those kinds 
of things. One half of his genetic pool comes from a very distant 
setup and the other half comes from very close with some distant 
people. So, I could have rationalized intellectually to explain it, but 
on an emotional, truthful level, it would have been a 
disappointment. And, I think I would have felt that I had failed. 
C In your role of parent you’re seeing a kind of payoff from what 
you’ve given to him. What you’ve put into him... 
S I”m seeing a real payoff and that feels really good. I learned fairly 
early on that I had no real control over the personality. The 
personality was there. What I had control over, what I could help 
with, is rubbing down some of the rough areas, rounding down some 
of the sharp corners of the personality, and encouraging the positive 
points. If I didn’t accept them for the people they were, then we 
were going to have real trouble because they both were very strong- 
willed people. H. is very low-key but he’s very strong-willed. You 
can only push him so far and that’s it. And you will not get any 
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further no matter what the punishment or whatever. He will say 
absolutely, “no. that’s it”. 
C In a sense do you see him as a teacher for you, that he has taught 
you? 
S He’s taught me not to jump to conclusions, like through 
assumptions. He’s taught me to back off in worrying about him and 
to shut my mouth when I do have worries. That it’s not always wise 
to verbalize my worries, concerns about his safety, teenage kids in a 
car and he’s out late. That sort of thing. He’s taught me to be less 
complex in my thinking, convoluted thinking. I could have 
conversations with myself and come out with not a very good head 
space and, certain kinds of behavior or shrugged them off with other 
people, where I would try to analyze them. And I would analyze 
their interactions with me or their refusal to interact with me which 
is an old issue for me. Rather than just seeing them as perhaps being 
a pain-in-the-butt. And he would view them as a pain-in-the-butt. 
So he taught me to simplify my thought processes with these certain 
people, which is very valuable. I made great strides when I realized 
that that was what it was. He needs to work on having deeper 
relationships and I need to back off and not analyze everything. Just 
take some people at face value. They’re always going to be that way. 
Nothing I say or do is going to change them, so why get all revved up 
when I interact with them. Just have superficial relationships. 
C It sounds like you do have some sense that it’s not just a one-way 
street, that there is changing or learning that goes on both ways. 
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S I can foresee that going on almost forever. 
C What do you see when you think of that idea? 
S It’s exciting. I wouldn’t want to see myself stagnant. I see myself 
changing and growing. My interests changing and branching off in 
tangents here and there and I’m excited about seeing their change. 
This block of time between now and twenty-two or twenty-three is 
not one of my favorite times with them because that’s when they 
break the rules. The pendulum swings and all that sort of stuff and I 
like some parts of it. When we sit down and talk and I see the 
growth of a warm person, a nice person, the compassionale person. 
But I don’t like the other end of the pendulum. I don’t like the acting 
out business. I know it goes with independence. I hope they are 
sensible about it. I hope they are safe about it, but this in many 
ways is not one of my favorite stages. I do pull back and I look 
forward to when they make that final leap and they’re into a more 
stable adulthood. I don’t think he’s going to have too difficult a time 
doing that. 
C What’s it feel like when they do their thing, their acting out, their 
way of saying I’m not you, I’m me? 
S One of the problems is that I never did that so I have nothing to 
relate to and I get fearful about what’s going to happen to them, 
because I think they are vulnerable at this stage, if they form 
friendships or relationships at this stage that aren’t good for them 
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because they’re vulnerable at this stage. Although I’ve tried to tell 
them, consistently enough so I hope it’s in there, that this is a time 
for great change, so it’s a time not to make permanent choices that 
are not quite right. At age twenty some girl or guy may be 
wonderful for you but by twenty-three or twenty-four they might 
not be right for you at all. So this is the time to experience life, get a 
good education, do your traveling, live on your own, really live on 
your own, then make your permanent choices after that. Each 
person is different but they don’t seem to be rushing into this so I 
hope for that goes for H., too. So I feel locked out of that in a way 
because I didn’t do that sort of thing. My biggest acting out was to 
get married. That’s not the choice I want for them. I would rather 
have them going out and enjoying what their single life is without 
reporting back to mama, and making more permanent choices in 
their relationships with other people. And maybe jobs. Focus on 
that. 
C Do you have anything else there? 
S I’ve taken a lot of strong stands, not just with H. and that’s one 
thing I feel good about. Taking a strong stand and not worrying 
about the consequences. That’s a big step for me and I think that’s 
one of the best gifts I can give my kids, too, seeing me take stands on 
critical issues, big or small, and just taking a stand on it, an 
appropriate one, taking care of myself. 
C What do you think about people who don’t do that or can’t do that, 
or whatever? What do you think is going on there? 
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S I feel badly for them. I feel sad that they are like that. I wonder 
what’s happened to make them that way. But I get very excited 
when I see people change and grow. One of my focuses is to be 
available to women in growth and to just be available for 
encouragement, to listen, to be encouraging. I feel that is a real 
strong issue with me and I’m there. They don’t have a public forum 
for it yet but I do act on that all the time and I think it’s very, very 
important. And I think it’s important for H. to have a strong, 
centered mother so that he has an opportunity to understand what a 
strong, centered wife will be and it’s not a threat. It’s a bonus. 
C What do you know about yourself as a result of that, that you take 
a stand so strongly and act on convictions? 
S I like myself a lot better, I don’t like myself when I’m, I’ve come 
to understand in my childhood that I didn’t have control over, but 
I’m not a child anymore and I have a choice as to whether I’m a 
victim or not. When I choose to be a victim then I’m not taking good 
care of myself. And I don’t like myself very much and I don’t like a 
lot of things about myself. It escalates. So then it’s a matter of 
taking a stand and making a choice and I can choose to be a victim or 
I can choose to be powerful. 
C So you’re choosing to be powerful when you’re making a strong 
stand? 
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S And if I’m not I’m choosing to be a victim. And it can be as simple 
as not being powerful enough and not caring about somebody’s 
response because it is theirs, not mine. My choice is I want to go to 
such and such a movie and if I back up and I’m wishy-washy, then 
I’m not a part of it. My basic nature is to be right in there, to be part 
of what is really going on. One of my cousins really opened my eyes 
for me one time when he said, “You know, you are always fun 
because whatever we decided to do you just got in there and did it 
and had a wonderful time”. And that was one of the nicest things 
that anybody ever said to me because I have stopped being that 
way. I make up my mind, even if I don’t get my own way. I make 
up my mind that I’m going to have fun doing what everybody else 
wants to do even if what I want to do is 180 degrees from what they 
wanted to do. But that’s powerful. That’s where I’m at. Trying to 
be a very powerful female in a positive sense. I don’t mean 
aggressive. I mean powerful, assertive, making my own decisions in 
what’s best for me. I had trouble with being “selfish” because 
selfish in my negative upbringing was a very negative thing. 
Whereas I’ve had to learn to be selfish in order to survive. It’s a 
very different meaning. One is positive and one is negative. I’ve 
told the kids that between eighteen and twenty-two, twenty-three is 
the time for you to be selfish. Not in a mean way, not in the rotten 
way, but for you to focus on yourself. This is your time in life. Do 
what you really want to do. Get your education, travel. Do what you 
want in relationships. This is your time to really look at where 
you’re going because that’s where it’s going to start you for the rest 
of your life. Then you need to start encompassing other things also 
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as you go along. I wouldn’t tell them that if they were selfish in the 
negative way. 
C How would you define a powerful parent or an empowered 
parent? 
S I always thought that I felt powerful with my children, 
empowered, when I knew it was right or wrong in a situation and I 
wasn’t wishy-washy. There were times that I had to think about it, 
which way I was going to go, approach the subject, but I think it was 
a blessing that I always knew what was right or wrong. If you 
mouthed off to somebody, that was wrong. If you had to say 
something to somebody and you said it in a positive, nondestructive 
way, that was right. I guess I feel very powerful when I’ve thought 
through a situation, when I’ve thought through my response. I’ve 
thought through how my response might effect them whether they 
are going to be happy or unhappy. But I wasn’t being manipulative. 
I was strong enough not to be manipulative. That’s the basic. That I 
was focused enough so that I could see my side of the situation and I 
knew where I was coming from and I wasn’t going to be 
manipulated. I’m not bull-headed about it or anything, but I’m 
really centered. Where I was. Where I was coming from. What the 
issue was and somewhat detached emotionally, not be able to be 
manipulated or drawn in. The buttons weren’t available to be 
pushed. 
C Would a part of feeling manipulated, if you did feel manipulated, 
would it be like losing yourself, losing your strength? 
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S And that I was losing focus. The kids are always tuned into your 
vulnerable spots, the buttons to push. When I let that happen then 
I did not feel in control. 
C Do you remember what the feeling was? 
S I was angry. I was frustrated. I was frustrated like I was when I 
was five when I could not do anything about it. And wanting to have 
a temper tantrum, whatever. Just blast everybody off the face of 
the earth. Which is what I’ve wanted to do with a lot of my relatives 
when I was five and could never do. So when they pushed the 
buttons that got me out of the adult mode, when I was angry and 
terribly frustrated. 
C Was there... 
S The one step further that I would take when I was frustrated and 
angry I would want to be all powerful, all contolling. This is it. 
Boom, boom,boom. I’m not going to listen to you, like a lot of adults 
in my life acted when they felt that they were out of control they 
immediately went into this furor. 
C When they punched your buttons did you feel disrespected? 
S Invaded. And I was angry with them for not dealing with the 
issues. I tried very hard when I talked about something to stick 
with that issue. I was being fair and they were not being fair. When 
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they punched my buttons they were playing dirty cause I did not 
punch the buttons for them. 
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APPENDIX G 
EXAMPLE OF CONTENT IN A S-0 INTERVIEW 
C Can you talk a little bit about how you know you came to do this 
thing? 
S I just feel so strongly about people attacking other people and so 
strongly about alcoholism and what it does to people. And here’s 
this nineteen-year-old kid who’s already beating people up when he 
gets drunk, just a real sense of sadness and rage about how that 
could happen to people. I really like this guy. I really like this guy. 
I mean I still do. So just feeling like, it’s so sad that that’s happening 
to him. So sad that he’s beating up on kids and making fun of them, 
you know. He’s in real trouble. 
C What would, did you hope would be the outcome of doing that? 
S Well, I hoped that somehow his parents would be able to 
intervene or do something that would change his behavior. I think 
that was the primary thing. And also just really having my kids see 
that I took a real stand against that, and that’s not okay to sit back 
and allow that kind of violence to happen without taking a stand. 
C Mmmm 
S That that was not a thing, and it felt had I done nothing I would 
have been tacitly approving, not approving but not disapproving, of 
what had been done. And I think also there was a little bit of just 
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feeling really defensive of my own kids and their friends and just 
saying people can’t treat them like that, you know. I won’t tolerate 
that. 
S. Moved and touched, a couple things came to mind immediately. 
One was, I think this was at Christmas time. T. and some of her 
friends were there. The evening News was on and there was a 
segment on Native Americans in the western states and the rampant 
problem of alcoholism with this particular tribe. They interviewed a 
number of people on the reservation and talked to some children. I 
remember one in particular was like a ten year old boy was just 
talking about his life, and it was just devastating to hear. And, I 
happened to look at T and she was crying. And she said, “I just, I 
just can’t believe it.” I was really touched, not sure what it is, I guess 
it’s just her. I guess it’s being touched by her deep capacity to care. 
She is really very socially conscious. And with T. It’s kind of what 
you see is what you get. You know. There’s no, she’s not into 
pretense. I just thought that was a wonderful confirmation of her, 
her ability to empathize and to know what’s important. That’s really 
important. And with N. a couple things came to mind. One was last 
year after my friend U. died...her mother, G., really loves N. and G. 
loves buying her(N.) things. And that night after we’d all gone to 
bed, and I was aware that N. was up late, and I came out the next 
morning in the kitchen, and there was this beautiful card that N. had 
made for G. Just this really, really, she spent, it looked like hours on 
it, just, and she’d written, copied a Robert Frost poem that was in the 
card. I can’t recall the content too well, but it was just essentially, 
that it’s really wonderful to have you here. You’re a wonderful lady 
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And then I can remember some notes that N. has written to T. Some 
of which were, a couple of which were just really nice notes telling T. 
how much she missed her since T.’s been away at school. Then 
another note was N. just talking about how hard her life was. How 
she was feeling really unhappy and feeling like she was feeling ugly, 
and pretty typical fifteen year old stuff. A little part of it I was 
worried about, but another part, I was just touched that N. could take 
T. into her confidence like that. And she said something at the end 
like, “Don’t tell me it’s just a stage I’m going through because it’s not” 
And N. is always doing little notes. You know, I find little notes in 
my briefcase and if I go away for a weekend there’s one in my 
suitcase. Just the other day I got a card in the mail from N. She 
said, “I just wanted to tell you how much you mean to me”. And that 
was nice. A time of being torn. I thought of two things. One was the 
process of T. choosing the school to go to. You know about that. 
C. Right. 
S. And you know we’d always said that they’d go to Y. if I was still 
teaching here because it made so much sense. This was a good 
school. And it didn’t make sense to spend a whole lot of money 
elsewhere. And then T. became a really good student her junior and 
senior years and ended up getting accepted to N. and X. as well as 
here. In fact both acceptances came the same day. And she had not 
thought she’d get in either place. And I guess, quite frankly, neither 
did we. So when she did, it felt like incredible pressure to try to 
decide what should we do. We also knew that we didn’t get any 
financial aid and both the schools were $20,000 a year. So, we 
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finally, really said, “It’s up to you, T. Whatever you do, we’ll support. 
You know, and if you go to Y we can support you in better style, and 
we can afford a year in Europe and afford to help you in graduate 
school. But it really is up to you”. And I think we really did leave 
the decision up to her and she elected Y partly I think because she 
knew it wouldn’t be such pressure on her, that she would have some 
money to do some other things. But I felt really torn, and continue to 
feel somewhat torn. What would it have been like if she had gone to 
other schools? Academically she’s doing very well. She will spend a 
year in Europe next year studying in England. 
C. Great. 
S. But a part of me really wanted her to have that experience, you 
know, of going to X, a really good school. And I think it would be 
nice for me to say my daughter is going to such and such, but she’s 
also doing well here and she seems pretty happy now. She wasn’t 
happy last semester, but she’s happy now. She came home for 
dinner Sunday. She was saying she just met some really neat girls. 
In fact I’d been at C the weekend before. When I went home on 
Friday night and talked to N. who was staying at the house with 
friends and I said, ‘‘What are you doing tomorrow?” And she said, 
“Well, T.’s coming home tomorrow night,” she said. “She’s bringing 
friends home and they’re having a female bonding party” And, I 
said, “Well, are you going to stay for it?” And she said, “Well, I don’t 
know yet, I haven’t decided.” So T. did come home and have her girl 
bonding party and she was saying how glad she was to be meeting 
some nice girls, that she’s really missed that. And with N. the only 
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thing I can think about is kind of a mundane example. But N. got a 
job last summer working at 0 and she hated it, absolutely hated it, 
and of course she wanted to quit after about three days. A lot of her 
friends were working there so I think it looked kind of attractive and 
romantic to be a check-out person at 0- And, I just really said, 
“You’ve got to stick it out. You can’t quit. You’re making some 
money. You owe me”. She had been to Italy in the spring and still 
owed me money that I’d paid for that trip. I’d told her that I’d, that 
I’d pay part. And T. paid for her trip to Italy, and N. would pay for 
hers. And N. owed me money, and I said, “You can’t quit”. And then, 
I felt really torn. A part of me really wanted to say, “Okay, you can 
quit”. And then when the end of the summer came there was like 
two weeks left, and she said to me, “I’m gonna quit, (like the next 
day)”. And I said, “No, you’re not”. She said, “It’s the end of my 
summer and I won’t have time left for me. And I talked to Mom 
and Mom said it was fine.” So I said, “I’m going to speak to Mom and 
see what Mom thinks about this”. So I called L. and L. said, “No way. 
She told me she was going to quit, but I thought it was the end of the 
summer.” So, I guess, as I think about it, I guess I wasn’t terribly 
torn. I was pretty convinced that she needed to do what she needed 
to do. Lost something. This will be brief. I, goodbye’s are always 
hard for me, and I remember moving T. to school the first time. 
And it happened to be a weekend when N. was gone away with L. for 
the weekend. I just remember taking T. up and coming home, and 
the house was empty, and I’d not been without people for twenty 
years. 
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C. That’s right. 
S. So that was really hard, kissing T. goodbye at school. Now then I 
had a similar feeling when N. went to Italy last year. It was really, 
you know, this was the kid who had told us that she was going to live 
with us forever. She used to say, up until junior high, that she was 
never leaving home. When she was in that W project at Z she got, 
they did a lot of traveling and the first time she got chosen for a trip, 
she came home and said she couldn’t go. It was going to be like a 
week somewhere. So I took her to school and I met with her and her 
teacher, but she really had to tell him. She just sat there with her 
head down with tears running down her cheeks. And we just sat 
there in silence. And finally she said she told him she couldn’t go. 
And so he said, “That’s okay. Maybe you can go on a shorter trip”. 
And he said, “How long do you think you can be away for?” And she 
was quiet and she said, “Maybe one day.” And, so, anyway when I 
put her on the bus last year when they left for V to fly to Italy, I was 
just really, I felt like, it was really her big, first time away from 
home by herself. And I felt like she was grown up, and I’d lost my 
youngest child. I think that’s been a hard thing for me to come to 
terms with, feeling like sometimes I delude myself into thinking that 
I’m the father of these young children, and I’m a husband/father and 
a young parent. And that’s not true. I’m middle-aged, and my kids 
are grown up. So, that’s hard for me to adjust to. 
C. What do you see, the loss is. Can you describe again what the loss 
is to you? 
186 
S. The loss is I love having little children and I love little kids and I 
loved having my own little kids. And so there’s a loss, a realization 
that I won’t ever have little children again. And I will never have 
that part of my life again. Those are old years, of creating a family 
and, I also think there’s something special that happens for adults 
who bond together when they have little children together. I think 
the friends we made who had little children the same time we did, I 
don’t think we’ll ever have those same kind of friends. I don’t think, 
I think those people will be special to us forever and they’re, that 
just doesn’t happen again in the same way, sharing that experience. 
I think what it is, I think it’s something very universal and 
something developmental. 
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APPENDIX H 
EXAMPLE OF CONTENT IN A S-0 INTERVIEW 
C What were you concerned most about, the most worried about? 
S The fact that he had friends and to be able to succeed 
educationally in that setting. It was a very, very tough international 
school in terms of academics. That he was not prepared. He did 
very, very well for himself and his study habits, but compared to the 
other students there, it was a very, very high academic situation. I 
didn’t want him to end up feeling that he was a failure. I wanted 
him to feel what he was doing he was being successful at. The 
regimen there was like sitting in classes with professors that just 
ignore you, and, if you don’t understand the curriculum, you don’t 
belong in class, is how they treat you. There are no accommodations 
whatsoever and no interest in helping out. I saw N. just apply 
himself academically in a manner we’ve never seen before. A paper 
he wrote on the continental drift and using the computer and graphs 
and maps. I thought it was excellent, and he got a D on it! That was, 
we were outraged. The teacher just shrugged her shoulders and 
said, “Well, it wasn’t up to standards of what she had expected and 
the rest of the students in the class.” We had several meetings with 
that teacher and we just supported N. all the way, and he ended up 
feeling very good about what he had done. It was a tough thing 
because as an educator I also saw my philosophy, my, I felt anger 
many times for the way, the lack of interest, the lack of respect for 
students and vise versa in that school. It was the kind of place 
where you had to wear a uniform and yet teachers would shout at 
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kids and tell them they were dumb, tell them to shut up. And N., I 
feel is a very sensitive, very emotional young man. His sensitivity is 
just beautiful and he was just really upset and outraged for the lack 
of respect that seemed to be both ways. I mean, students would 
stand up and tell the teachers off and vise versa and N. felt that was 
something you just didn’t do. I think socially and academically it 
was a real concern. 
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APPENDIX I 
EXAMPLE OF CONTENT IN A S-0 INTERVIEW 
S Anyway when she has had this very good relationship with this 
boy in college, its been almost two years that’s she’s been going with 
him, so that was nice, very nice. Her boy friend is Indian which is 
good because, you know, because he can relate to a woman like that 
and from his culture he expects a woman to behave like that’s 
alright. He is a lovely, lovely person, so that is giving her that kind 
of experience and in fact she’s more comfortable and together now. 
But, on the other hand, I worry about the future of that, and we’ve 
talked about this before even if she stays with him, that means she’s 
going to be moving to India. Although this is one of my torn things 
on the one hand that’s really beautiful that she can find, 
that she can be so different and find what she needs in the world. 
There’s a culture that she fits in with better, and I love the Indian 
culture myself. I think about moving there sometimes and I had 
always dreamt of raising my children there. I wanted to do this 
generation, let’s go for the next generation, within that kind of 
culture, within that kind of real spiritual emmersion. That would be 
beautiful. So that’s really exciting to me. On the other hand, that 
means I won’t ever see her if she moves. Even if I were to retire to 
India, I still wouldn’t do that for some time, and, I wouldn’t be near 
her there, so it would be a total end practically. 
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APPENDIX J 
EXAMPLE OF CONTENT IN A S-0 INTERVIEW 
C What was the hardest thought? When you think about that? 
What was the hardest aspect for you? 
S Probably two things. It was certainly scary. One thing is getting 
pregnant. It’s a big worry. But if that happened it really changes 
one’s life no matter what one does about it. As a parent she wasn’t 
old enough to handle that and make the choices that one would have 
to make. Those are the anxious, nervous, and intense, that we 
couldn’t have known that or even suspected that though related to 
that we were actually relieved with the candor with which she spoke 
to us about that. And the trade off there was that we did not come 
down hard on her at all. I think we were so grateful that she was 
talking to us that we didn’t want to shut that off by suddenly making 
new rules and demands about her behavior. 
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